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ABSTRACT 
SARAH ROEBER 
DEATH OF A PARENT IN CHILDHOOD AND RESILIENCE IN ADULTHOOD: 
A QUALITATIVE STUDY 
DECEMBER, 2006 
The purpose of this study was to explore the phenomenon of resilience in 
adults who have experienced the loss of a parent during childhood. A qualitative 
method within a theoretical framework of life course perspective was used for this 
study. The specific objectives were to explore: (a) How individual characteristics 
influence resilience after the death of a parent, (b) how an individual's family 
conditions influence resilience, (c) how external influences impact resilience after 
the death of a parent, and (d) how participants perceive the death of a parent as 
a part of resilience in adulthood. 
This study was restricted to adult women and men whose parent died 
when the participant was between the ages of 3 and 12 years. Using a 
phenomenological approach, in-depth interviews were utilized to gather data. A 
total of 19 women and men were interviewed. Based on the information extracted 
from the four research questions, seven emergent themes were identified: 
disposition of the child , parental influence on self-concept, influence of death on 
vi 
family dynamics, understanding and coping with loss, social support, impact of 
loss on adult relationships, and increased independence at an early age. 
In addition, analysis of the interview data revealed sub-themes of the 
importance of sibling relationships, the relationship with the surviving parent, 
support from extended family, the funeral as a sense of closure, religious beliefs 
and cultural traditions, family communication about the deceased, and education 
as protective factors for resilience. 
Implications for professionals who work with individuals and families are 
noted, as well as areas for further research . This study supports the need for 
additional research conducted among children and their family members who 
experienced the death of a parent. In addition, further investigation should be 
undertaken from a resilience perspective with families overcoming adversity. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Approximately 1.5 million youths in the United States have experienced 
the death of a parent by the age of 15 (Silverman & Worden, 1992). The death of 
a parent can deprive the child of a special relationship, leading to a difficult task 
of adaptation. Bowlby (1980), one of the pioneers in the area of grieving with his 
work on attachment and loss, provided insight on how children adapt to parental 
death in defining the self and relationships with others. Bowlby viewed 
adjustment to loss as dependent on the quality of environmental factors in the 
family life of the child. Some of these factors include the relationship between the 
child and the deceased parent; the emotional state of the surviving parent; the 
communication within the family about the death including the participation of the 
child in funeral activities; and the extent of the child's support network from family 
members and the community (Hurd, 1999). This study focused on the influences 
of these environmental factors, along with individual characteristics, on the lives 
of adults who experienced the death of a parent during childhood. 
The study of the family frequently has focused on problem behavior and 
how family researchers, policy makers, schools, media, and the community may 
play a part in troubled families, and what can be done to help families in need 
(Gartland , 1986; Paschall , Ringwalt, & Flewelling, 2003; Shoemaker, 1984). In 
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addition, the literature on bereavement centers on the adverse effects of the loss 
of a parent in childhood and maladjustment in adulthood, including higher levels 
of depression, alcoholism, suicide, low self-confidence, and difficulty sustaining 
adult intimate relationships (Mack, 2004). 
More recently, scholarly attention has shifted its attention to family 
strengths (Palmer, 1999; Walsh, 2003; Wong, 1997; Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, 
& Notaro, 2002). Some of this research has included a framework of family 
resilience that focused on strengthening families in the context of adversity 
(Coleman & Ganong, 2002). A large part of this focus has been on the concept of 
resilience, defined by Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker (2000) as "the process of 
encompassing positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity" (p. 
543). The significant adversity explored in this study is the death of a parent 
during childhood. 
These components, among others, are further explored in the review of 
the literature to examine the influences of resilience in adulthood for children who 
have had a parent die during childhood. A qualitative research methodology was 
used to describe the experiences that have contributed to resilience in adulthood 
for parentally bereaved children. 
Statement of the Problem 
The death of a parent is an event that can be a traumatic, painful 
experience for children (Ayyash-Abdo, 2001 ). As a result of this loss, children 
need to reorganize the existing structure of their lives (Walsh , 2002). According 
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to Bowlby (1980), early parental Joss influences how an individual shapes into 
adulthood. Furthermore, the Stress Test by Holmes and Rahe (1967) identified 
the death of a close family member as among the top five life events resulting in 
the greatest individual and family readjustment. 
A literature review on early parental loss reflects an array of family 
research studies examining the effects of this loss on children and families, yet 
this experience has lacked attention from an explicit theoretical perspective. In 
general, in the field of family studies, there has been little focus on the 
connection between theory and empirical research (Taylor & Bagdi, 2005). 
This study utilized a life course perspective using qualitative data to 
identify influences on how children adapt to the death of a parent. More 
specifically, the researcher addressed issues of how adults whose parent had 
died during their childhood perceive themselves today. In addition, the 
researcher was interested in characteristics an individual might have to develop 
resilience, and whether or not the experience of the death of a parent facilitates 
further resilience in an individual who experienced this type of traumatic event. 
An in-depth study of this experience would help to yield a better understanding of 
the role of resilience in individuals and within the family system. 
Purpose 
The purpose of the study was to examine influences on resilience in 
adulthood for those individuals who have experienced the loss of a parent 
through death in childhood . For the purpose of this study, childhood has been 
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limited to the years of age 3 to age 12. Although children younger than the age of 
5 generally do not have the capacity to fully understand that death is final, they 
are able to perceive a change in the family structure (Griffith , 2003). It is 
proposed that the experience of the death of a parent during childhood continues 
to make an impact on the individual into adulthood (Walsh, 2003) . 
A qualitative, phenomenological approach was used to gain insight into 
what contributes to the development of resilience for these individuals. 
Qualitative research is appropriate in the study due to the exploratory nature of 
the research questions and the need for an in-depth, intimate view of the 
experience of parental death in childhood. In an effort to search for underlying 
meanings of the experience, a phenomenological methodology was applied 
(Creswell, 1998). 
The investigation solicited data in order to expand the current scope of 
understanding of resilience in adulthood. The data were analyzed for themes to 
gain further insight into what characteristics contribute to resilience in adulthood 
for those who have had a parent die in childhood. More specifically, this study 
examined those influences as perceived by adults who describe themselves as 
resilient. 
Rationale for Study 
Much research on death of a parent in childhood focused on pathology 
(Palmer. 1999). Research supports, however, that the death of a parent is not a 
direct cause leading to maladjustment in later life (Thompson, Kaslow, Price, 
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Williams, & Kingree, 1998). This study explored ways in which children bounce 
back from difficult life events and the experiences of the individual in an attempt 
to examine resilience in adulthood. 
In addition, this study focused on the impact of the loss of a parent 
through death during an individual's childhood . Previous research has focused 
on risk factors in childhood and how these at-risk children are able to overcome 
adversity (Hamzah, 1999; Prevatt, 2003). These risk factors typically included 
inner-city poverty, physical and sexual abuse, parental drug and alcohol abuse, 
and mental illness. Thus, most research neglected to focus on the death of 
parent as a possible risk factor. Furthermore, this study looked beyond the 
absence of a caregiver in infancy and beyond the type of attachment of a 
caregiver, and explored the death of a parent in childhood and resilience in 
adulthood. 
This study has implications for therapists, child developmental specialists, 
psychiatrists, and teachers who work with children and families. In addition, the 
emerging information can be used to further develop therapeutic interventions for 
these populations, from a family strengths perspective. It is imperative for 
researchers to explore how the adverse effects of parental death can be 
interceded by other variables in an individual's environment. An understanding of 
the influential factors of resilience for this particular population will be of value to 
family life educators and researchers. and perhaps most importantly, to 
individuals who have experienced this type of life event. 
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Philosophical Perspective 
The philosophy of phenomenology is an attempt at understanding the 
lived experiences of a population (Creswell , 2003). This study examined 
resilience in adulthood from the perspective of those who have lost a parent in 
childhood, seeking to explore the human experiences associated with the 
phenomenon, in this case, the death of a parent and its shared meaning. 
Phenomenology as a philosophy dates back to the early works of the German 
philosopher, Edmund Husser! (1859 - 1938). Husserl's phenomenology is a 
philosophical theory about the nature of human consciousness and experience, 
centering on the concepts of intentionality, rule of epoche, or bracketing, and the 
role of meaning in human experience (Husser!, 1982). These concepts of 
phenomenology will be further described in Chapters 2 and 3. 
As a philosophical approach, phenomenology takes the intuitive 
experience of phenomena as its starting point and tries to extract from it the 
essential features of those experiences and the essence of what is experienced. 
The purpose is to gain insight into the essence, or the phenomenon that is under 
observation (Klein & Wescott, 1994). The investigator is concerned with 
descriptions, or meanings of a group of individuals and their experiences that are 
an inherent part of human consciousness (Osborne, 1 994). In sum, 
phenomenology is the philosophical study of human consciousness or 
experiences as described by the participants themselves. 
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In the current study, the researcher employed a phenomenological 
philosophy in an attempt to understand the essence, or phenomenon, of 
resilience in adulthood for those who experienced the death of a parent in 
childhood. In qualitative research , phenomenology is applied both as a 
philosophy and as a methodology. In order to remain true to Husserl's basic 
tenets, and to gain the greatest insight into the human experience, Giorgi (1998) 
encouraged researchers in the social sciences not to use one approach without 
the other. Phenomenology as a methodology is described in more detail in 
Chapter 3. 
Theoretical Framework 
Concepts from a life course perspective provided the theoretical 
framework for the study. The life course perspective focuses on the individual 
and the impact that family experiences have on them (Dilworth-Anderson, 
Burton, & Klein, 2005). The current study looked at the death of a parent in 
childhood as a family experience and how this experience influenced resilience in 
the individual into adulthood. Incorporating a life course perspective, the 
researcher was concerned with the timing of the event and how circumstances in 
childhood might affect resilience in adulthood. 
The life course perspective has been linked to several researchers in the 
discipline of the social sciences. Norman Ryder (1965) used qualitative data 
drawn from individual life histories in regard to social change. A life course 
perspective looks at individuals as cohorts, moving through time, each cohort 
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with its distinct life experiences shaped by the circumstances encountered earlier 
in life (Elder, 1998). The cohort concept can be generalized beyond the birth 
cohort to cohorts identified by common time of occurrence of any significant 
event in life history (Ryder, 1965). In sociology, Ryder defined cohort as "the 
aggregate of individuals who experienced the same event within the same time 
interval" (1965, p. 845). The time interval for this study was individuals between 
the ages of 3 and 12, and the defining event was the death of a parent during 
that time interval. 
For the purpose of this study, cohort was defined in terms of the year the 
participants' parents died. It is proposed that the death of a parent is an event to 
which individuals respond differently, thus establishing a basis to which future 
experiences are oriented. Furthermore, it is proposed that traumatic episodes like 
the death of a parent in childhood might become the foci of the cohort mentality. 
Beyond the concept of cohort, the life course perspective involves four central 
themes: timing, process, human agency, and context (Elder, 1994). These 
themes will be further explored in Chapter 2. 
Research Questions 
Drawing from the review of the literature and philosophical framework, 
several research questions were explored in the study. These questions helped 
to frame and organize the questions that were used in the interviews with the 
participants. The phenomenological approach seeks to understand the lived 
experiences of children whose parent died during childhood through research 
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questions that address the meanings of these experiences. The following 
research questions were addressed: 
1. How do individual characteristics influence resilience after the death of 
a parent? 
2. How do an individual's family conditions influence resilience? 
3. How do external influences impact resilience after the death of a 
parent? 
4 . How do participants perceive the death of a parent as a part of 
resilience in adulthood? 
Definition of Terms 
Several key terms are operationally defined for use in this study as 
described below: 
Death of a Parent: Death by any cause of a biological parent occurring during 
participant's lifespan from ages 3 to 12. 
Locus of Control: The perceived degree toward which an individual determines 
causality for specified events (Lefcourt, 1982). 
Parentally Bereaved Child: A child who experienced the death of a parent. 
Resilience: The ability of an individual to overcome life's challenges, to rebound 
from adversity, and to grow stronger as a result of dealing with crises (Walsh, 
1998). 
Stressful Life Event: An event that creates a change in the family system (Hill, 
1958). 
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Assumptions 
The following assumptions were based on a review of the literature along 
with the philosophical perspective and the theoretical framework that guided the 
study: 
1. The experience of the death of a parent during childhood continues to 
make an impact on the individual into adulthood (Walsh, 2003). 
2. Individuals construct subjective meanings to objects to events in 
their world (Moustakas, 1994 ). The death of a parent is an event in 
which individuals construct meanings and base their experiences. 
3. Interpretation or meaning of a phenomenon can be bracketed in 
order to allow new ways of understanding (Creswell, 1998). 
4. A cohort shares common characteristics as a result of common 
experiences (Ryder, 1965). It is proposed that the shared experience of 
the death of a parent in childhood may become the focus of the cohort 
mentality. 
Delimitations 
In qualitative studies, the target population serves the function of the 
study's purpose and research questions. This is best achieved through a smaller 
sample size and open-ended questions to elicit the unique experiences of the 
participants. Therefore. in qualitative studies, generalization of findings is not the 
focus (McCracken, 1988). Nonetheless, several delimitations preclude the 
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generalization of findings in this study beyond the specific sample. These 
delimitations include the following: 
1. This study involved memory recall regarding childhood experiences that 
might have influenced adulthood development. 
2 . The research study was limited to those individuals who have had a 
parent die during the participant's childhood, between ages 3 and 12. 
3. This study was limited to those participants who were currently 21 years 
of age or older and voluntarily agreed to participate. 
Summary 
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of individuals 
who have experienced the death of a parent during childhood and how it relates 
to their resilience in adulthood. Previous research on the long-term 
consequences of a parent's death in childhood approached the topic in terms of 
pathology. Less is known about how resilience is fostered within this population 
of individuals who have experienced a traumatic event as children. Incorporating 
a phenomenological approach, the methods of this study employed a qualitative 
research design with interviews that were transcribed and interpreted for 
emerging themes and recurring patterns. 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THEORY AND LITERATURE 
Much research has focused on the effects of early parental ·loss and the 
development of mental illness in later life (Jones, Harvey, Giza, Rodican , 
Barreira, & Macias, 2003) . Parental loss has been found to be a precursor to 
depression in adulthood (Harris, Brown, & Bifulco, 1990). Bowen (1985) 
surmised that families react with an emotional shock wave when a significant 
family member dies, in that reactive events can emerge months or years 
following the death. Research has indicated that negative effects on young 
children are substantial (Saldinger, Cain, & Porterfield, 2003). Children often 
experience isolation and confusion because others pressure them to "put it 
behind you and move on" (Schuurman, 2003, p. 6). Theories of adjustment and 
attachment suggest if they fail to process the thoughts and feelings associated 
with loss and grief, children cannot move through the healing process (Bowlby, 
1980). 
Furthermore, studies have researched children whose parent died and 
have looked at various negative outcomes. For example, research studies have 
found that males experienced significantly more delinquent behaviors, including 
aggression and acting out in response to loss (Ellis & Granger, 2002). Bereaved 
children have a significantly higher risk of developing psychological problems and 
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social difficulties that can extend into adulthood (Ayyash-Abdo, 2001). In 
addition , researchers have looked at the increased risk for drug use, more health 
problems, lower self esteem, and declining school performance in individuals 
who have experienced childhood parental loss (Kendler, Sheth, Gardner, & 
Prescott, 2002; Thompson, Kaslow, Price, Williams, & Kingree, 1998). 
The purpose of this literature review is to focus on several of the factors 
that might have influenced resilience in adulthood for those individuals who have 
lost a parent in childhood. This chapter is organized around the following topics: 
childhood conceptualization of death, philosophical perspective, theoretical 
framework, and resilience. 
Childhood Conceptualization of Death 
A review of the literature on loss of a parent in childhood involves a review 
of the child's understanding of the concept of death. Research findings suggest 
that the development of an understanding of death correlates with cognitive 
development (Gruber & Voneche, 1977; Nagy, 1948). Children's concept of 
death was examined through the early works of human development 
researchers, Piaget and Nagy. 
Piaget's pioneering work in biology led him to conclude that mental 
development is a process of experiences with , and adaptation to, the 
environment, along with biological maturation or heredity (Wadsworth, 1971 ). 
According to Piaget's theory of cognitive development, children 's cognitive 
development moves through several stages. Between ages 2 and 4, children 's 
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cognitive abilities enable them to think in symbolic terms, to understand object 
consistency, and to view themselves as objects (Demo, 1992). Piaget's 
cognitive-stage theory puts these children in the preoperational period, roughly 
between the ages of 2 and 7. It is at this stage that children are learning to think 
and master the use of language. This stage also is referred to as preoperational 
egocentrism, in which children assume that others recognize their thoughts and 
feelings, but they lack the role-taking abilities necessary to distinguish their own 
thoughts and feelings from others (Demo). 
Nagy (1948) developed a three stage model for children's understanding 
of death, which is similar to Piaget's stages of cognitive development. Children in 
Nagy's first stage, age 3 to age 5, see death as temporary and reversible. Most 
children under the age of 5 see death as a separation, but at a funeral , believe 
that the deceased still live in their coffin (Ayyash-Abdo, 2001 ). For these children , 
a person dies and comes back to life again, or is believed to be asleep. This first 
stage of reversibility is parallel to Piaget's preoperational stage of cognitive 
development. 
By age 5 or 6 many children enter the concrete operations where their 
cognitive abilities allow them to consider the reactions of others (Demo, 1992). 
They look at themselves as an active, causal agent in one's environment. 
According to Piaget, this is the concrete operational period , which included 
children roughly between the ages of 7 to 11 years (Miller, 1993). At this stage, 
children are able to judge their own actions and make comparisons. Children are 
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able to apply logical thought to concrete problems (Wadsworth, 1971 ). This 
concrete operational period corresponds to Nagy's second stage of death as 
irreversible but not universal. Children in this stage, usually between the ages of 
6 and 8, often see death as final for others, mainly for old people, but not for 
themselves (Ayyash-Abdo, 2001). In addition, children at this stage tend to 
personify death as an angel, a monster, or a ghost (Nagy, 1948). 
The final stage of Nagy's model of children's conceptualization of death is 
similar to Piaget's formal operations, in which abstract thinking is more evident. 
Children at this stage, age 9 and older, see death as final , universal, and 
irreversible (Ayyash-Abdo, 2001). Studies have found, however, that exposure to 
death can result in a more mature conceptualization of death in children younger 
than 7 years of age (Cuddy-Casey, Orvaschel, & Sellers, 1997). 
Despite the extensive literature on children 's development, there is much 
disagreement among researchers for a universal, or an exact age, of children 's 
conceptualization of death. In addition, children's experience with actual death, 
cultural or religious influences, or what they have been told about death, all 
influence their understanding of death (Ayyash-Abdo, 2001 ). Thus, biological, 
physical experience, social interaction, and environmental factors all are 
influential in the child's conceptualization of death. 
Phenomenology 
This study employed a phenomenological theoretical approach to explore 
influences that might have contributed to resilience in adulthood for those 
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individuals who have experienced the loss of a parent through death in 
childhood. The phenomenological approach primarily is an attempt to understand 
matters from the perspective of those being studied (Creswell, 1998). Individuals 
are provided the opportunity to describe experiences from her or his perspective. 
A perspective consists of "the values, beliefs, attitudes, and meanings that 
provide the framework from which an individual views a situation" (Handel, 1996, 
p. 34 7). The focus of the study, therefore, was on the experience of the 
participants as they define it. 
As introduced in Chapter 1, the concept of phenomenology was founded 
by the German philosopher, Edmund Husser! (1859- 1938), whose theory 
focused on the underlying meanings individuals attach to objects or events 
(Creswell, 1998). This philosophical perspective is utilized by researchers in an 
attempt to study how people experience a phenomenon. The phenomenological 
approach to research involves a method of obtaining knowledge through referring 
to the phenomena and facts themselves, as they are given in actual experience 
and intuition (Moustakas, 1994). Thus, human experience can be best described 
subjectively by the person who perceives it. 
In phenomenological studies, the investigator avoids preconceived ideas, 
constructs a research question or questions from a fresh perspective, and 
derives findings that can provide a basis for further research (Moustakas, 1994). 
Husser! encouraged researchers to bracket ideas and assumptions of science 
and to develop research based on lived, everyday experiences of individuals 
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(Richardson, 1999). In order to accomplish this, the researcher brackets her 
experiences, or suspends all judgments, in order to more fully understand the 
human experiences of the research participants (Creswell , 2003). Bracketing is 
one of the procedural steps in phenomenological methodology as described in 
Chapter 3 . 
The process of bracketing was further described by Husserl as 
phenomenological reduction, which is the suspension of one's beliefs beyond 
their physical properties in order to study the essence of the phenomenon 
(Richardson, 1999). In other words, the investigator attempted to describe as 
accurately as possible the phenomenon as it is perceived by the participants, 
rather than trying to explain it within a preconceived framework (Creswell , 1998). 
Therefore, both in the data collection process and throughout the data analysis, it 
was imperative for the researcher to not hold any expectations as to what might 
be revealed. 
Two additional concepts of phenomenology are that of subjectivity and 
meaning. Giorgi (1985) described phenomenology as the "discipline that tries to 
discover and account for the presence of meanings in the stream of 
consciousness" (p. 6). For Husserl, consciousness is intentional, directed at 
some phenomenon. Early researchers in the social sciences argued that the 
most effective way to achieve subjective experience and meaning in responses is 
through interview transcripts which yield the thick, rich descriptions of the 
population under study (Geertz, 1973; Giorgi, 1985; Husserl, 1973; Schutz & 
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Luckmann, 1973). The present study utilized interviews to gather the subjective 
experiences of participants who lived through the phenome·na of the death of a 
parent in childhood. 
Theoretical Framework of the Family: Life Course Perspective 
The life course perspective was used as a theoretical frame of reference 
for the study. This perspective encompasses personal histories as well as the 
social context in which families evolve. As opposed to traditional theories of 
family development, which suggest that families pass through consecutive 
stages, the life course approach seeks to explain change over time emphasizing 
transitions, timing, and meaning on family life (Hatch, 2000). Life course theorists 
have maintained that the timing of, or when an event occurs in the life cycle, is as 
important as whether it occurs at all (Elder, 1994). 
A study based on a life course perspective emphasizes the 
interrelationship of personal histories, social location, birth cohort, and the larger 
social context. A life course researcher identifies a particular birth cohort for the 
study, describes the characteristics of the participants, and considers their 
personal histories as well as the social context in which they had lived. The life 
course perspective recognizes the dimensions of age, period, and cohort in 
linking individual lives with social change (Hatch, 2000). In sum, human 
experience is perceived along a variety of dimensions: in time, in space, and 
within relationships to others. 
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This study focused on the experience of bereavement as subjective in 
nature. In traditional family life cycle and developmental approaches, models of 
bereavement postulate a stages and phases model of grief, from shock and 
disbelief, to anger, depression, then resolution and acceptance of the loss 
(Kubler-Ross, 1969). A more fluid model, wherein the process of bereavement is 
experienced differently by everyone, is suggested by Parkes (1996). People can 
move back and forth through the phases, depending on the individual, personal 
histories, and the social context of the life event. This more fluid approach of 
understanding a life event is a key concept of the life course perspective. 
A useful approach in understanding the life course perspective is to 
examine the four tenets of the theory as outlined by Elder (1994). These four 
themes are: the timing of lives, the interdependence of lives over the life span, 
human agency, and the interplay of human lives and historical times. 
The timing of lives refers to the social meaning of age and the many ways 
that life transitions, social roles, and family events are age related . The impact a 
particular event has on a family member depends on the individual's age, life 
stage, and generation. For example, some family events are considered on-time 
or normative, such as adult children leaving home to pursue formal education, 
while others are regarded as ill-timed or non-normative such as the death of a 
parent in childhood. Elder (1998) stated that "the developmental impact of a 
succession of life transitions or events is contingent on when they occur in a 
person's life" (p. 3). Normative experiences, therefore, are those that involve 
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more planned, typical events and transitions, and those that are atypical stresses 
and unplanned events are considered non-normative experiences (Ryff & 
Heidrich, 1997). These off-timed events can have adverse effects. 
The interdependence of lives over the life span is the second tenet of the 
life course perspective that suggests individual family members' relationships are 
multidirectional and reciprocal (Demo, Aquilino, & Fine, 2005). Relationships are 
influenced on many levels, such as how parents interact with one another, the 
interactions between parents and siblings, sibling relationships, and extended 
family. Events that occur to one individual are shared through relationships within 
the family. This is the principal of linked lives, according to Elder (1998). "Lives 
are lived interdependently, and social and historical influences are expressed 
through this network of shared relationships" (p. 4). This notion of linked lives 
helps to understand how the event of a death of a parent in childhood influences 
members throughout the family. 
The third theme of the life course perspective is human agency, or an 
individual's ability to make her or his own decisions, to be successful, and to 
make things happen in their lives. Individuals implement agency in the choices 
they make to adopt given roles, to make role transitions, and the ways in which 
they organize roles in their lives (Macmillan & Copher, 2005). This approach 
supports the notion that individuals, despite their circumstances, apply their own 
skills and resources to choose social relationships, roles, and environments that 
appeal to their self-concepts (Demo, 1992). The life course perspective views the 
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concept of human agency as operating from and within the constraints of 
opportunities and social structure and culture (Elder, 1998). 
The fourth tenet of the life course perspective is the interplay between 
historical circumstances and personal experiences. Opportunities, values, and 
family experiences are influenced by historical conditions (Elder, 1998). 
Therefore, there are variations in the life courses of individuals born in different 
historical periods. On a smaller lever, differences in historical experiences 
between family members, or siblings, also may have an impact on individual 
development. The same life transitions can have differing effects depending on 
when it occurs in the individual life trajectory and on the historical era in which it 
occurs. 
A life course perspective recognizes that life experiences involve an 
interconnection between an individual's personal history and within the larger 
social context (Hatch, 2000). This perspective is unique with its emphasis on the 
importance of order and timing of events in the life course and the meaning these 
events have for individuals. Furthermore, this diverse and multi-dimensional 
approach to family life is reflected in the ways families react to and give meaning 
to life events, and how individuals overcome disadvantages in their lives. The 
non-normative life event of the death of a parent in childhood and the individual 
meaning attached to this event was explored in the current study. 
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Influences on Resilience 
A review of the literature reveals several approaches in an attempt to 
define resilience. According to Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker (2000), resilience is 
a "dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of 
significant adversity. This includes: (a) exposure to significant threat or severe 
adversity, and (b) the achievement of positive adaptation despite major assaults 
on the development process" (p. 543). Masten (2001) suggested that individuals 
who are resilient have the capacity to withstand, overcome, or recover from 
serious threat. 
Drawing from the above review, and in addition to Froma Walsh's (1998) 
research on resilience, resilience as used in the current study has been defined 
as "the capacity to rebound from adversity strengthened and more resourceful" 
(p. 4). Resilience is further described as the ability of an individual to overcome 
life's challenges, to rebound from adversity, and to grow stronger as a result of 
dealing with crises (Walsh). In short, resilience is the ability to bounce back from 
adversity. 
Resilience has been studied from an individual and family perspective. 
Patterson (2002) looked at the functioning of the family as a unit of analysis in 
her research on resilience, using a family systems perspective. Family systems 
involve the interplay between the individual, the family members, and the 
community. The family system influences how a child adjusts to a stressful event 
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(Walsh , 1998). Family resilience, therefore, involves how the family responds to 
stress and the meanings that are constructed as a result. 
Family resilience theory describes the process by which families are able 
to adapt and function competently following the exposure to significant adversity 
(Patterson, 2002). According to Patterson, following this type of exposure, 
specifically the death of a parent, involves the process of restoring balance within 
the existing family unit (2002). From a family systems perspective, resilient 
families are more successful at balancing demands and strains with protective 
factors and capabilities. These protective factors are explained in further detail in 
the subsequent section . 
Protective Factors 
Protective factors are defined as those factors that decrease the 
association between risk factor and outcome (Crosnoe & Elder, 2004). The 
review of the literature suggests protective factors seem to foster resilience in 
children who have experienced adversity to alter or reverse negative outcomes 
that otherwise might have been predicted for them (Strand & Peacock, 2002). 
Some protective factors include individual characteristics, family 
resources, and environmental buffers. These influences can come together from 
the school, family , and community to help strengthen the child from adversities in 
life. Some of the strongest evidence for resilience was seen in the Kauai 
Longitudinal Study conducted by Werner and Smith (1992). These researchers 
followed 505 individuals from birth to adulthood, looking at various at-risk 
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environments including economic hardship, high-crime neighborhoods, deficits in 
care giving, and teenage mothers. Werner and Smith monitored the impact of a 
variety of biological and psychosocial risk factors, stressful life events, and 
protective factors on the development of these individuals. 
The researchers found that 1 of every 3 of t~ese high risk children had 
developed into a confident, capable, and caring young adult by age 18, signifying 
their resilience in the face of childhood adversity or their recovery in later years 
(Werner & Smith). Despite experiencing neglect, abandonment, or 
developmental delays, many of the children had benefited from caregivers 
through adoption, mentoring from teachers, and support from extended families 
and communities (Walsh, 1998). In addition, they had a positive self-concept and 
many of them developed a special skill or hobby that became a source of pride 
(Seccombe, 2002). The Kauai Study found resilience in children resulted from a 
variety of protective factors ranging from personality traits to environmental 
support. 
McCubbin et al. (1980) identified four types of family resources utilized to 
cope with family life stressors. These are family members' personal resources , 
the family's internal resources, social support, and coping. In a review of the 
research on family stress models, Hobfoll and Spielberger (1992) found 
commonalities in family resources. These were cohesion, flexibility/adaptability, 
communication , boundary clarity, and order rather than helplessness. The 
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literature review will expand on various protective factors and how they relate to 
resilience. 
Personality Characteristics 
Despite adverse environments children can grow up to become competent 
and resilient individuals. In a study on personality traits of resilience in children 
and adults, Hamzah (1999) found several common characteristics. Those 
included social competence, autonomy, self-confidence, and calmness. In 
addition, self-concept as a personality trait plays a role in resilience. Demo 
(1992) suggested that self-concept is a process that is susceptible to change as 
an individual encounters new roles, situations, and life transitions. This 
adaptability is consistent to the principle of human agency in the life course 
perspective. 
Personality factors also are important when examining children's reactions 
and adjustment to death. Ayyash-Abdo (2001) found in a study on childhood 
bereavement that children who were more out-going and capable of expressing 
their emotions were likely to go through the grieving process in a healthier way 
than children who were shy and introverted. 
Locus of Control 
The concept of locus of control refers to whether success or failure is 
caused by factors internal or external to a person (Manger, Eikeland, & 
Asbjornsen, 2002). An internal locus of control supports the notion that 
individuals have a strong belief that they could control their fates by their own 
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actions. As discussed earlier, children's cognitive abilities develop in early 
childhood to more concrete levels of thinking about themselves within their 
environment. Around age 5 or 6, children begin seeing themselves as causal 
agents in their environment (Demo, 1992). Therefore, it is appropriate to consider 
locus of control as a protective factor in resilience for parentally bereaved 
children. 
Researchers have looked at a sense of helplessness and depression and 
death of a parent. Helplessness is defined as "a negative evaluation of the self 
and a tendency to interpret situations as unamenable to change by personal 
intervention" (Harris, Brown, & Bifulco, 1990, p. 28). These researchers looked at 
adult women who experienced childhood parental loss and found those with loss 
of their mother scoring higher on helplessness than those without (Harris, et al.). 
A research study on bereavement outcomes found that unexpected losses 
resulted in higher levels of depression and somatic complaints among those who 
believed they had little control over their lives (Stroebe, Stroebe, & Domittner, 
1988). 
Wong's (1997) research on at-risk youths in school revealed that the 
resilient students. those who stood above the rest of the class, displayed a sense 
of control over their internal attitudes. Those students, which the researcher 
referred to as having a "tough cookie attitude" (Wong, p. 3), shared traits of 
persistence, self-awareness, achievement motivation, and positive attitudes and 
expectations toward their future. Furthermore, researchers interested in 
26 
developing a measure of resiliency concluded that individuals who scored higher 
on the resiliency scale were likely to have a higher internal locus of control (Jew, 
Green, & Kroger, 1999). 
Finally, in Werner's (1992) longitudinal study as described earlier, the 
resilient children developed a belief that they were in control of their fate. These 
children were more likely to have an inner locus of control, or a confidence in 
their ability to shape events. 
The Surviving Parent 
Research on the role of the surviving parent appears to support parental 
influence on the successful development of parentally bereaved children. 
Supportive parent-child relationships have been identified as the single most 
important protective factor in promoting resilience in populations at risk (Walker & 
Lee, 1998; Worden, 1996). 
Coleman and Ganong (2002) found that mothers who were displaying 
symptoms of sadness, frustration, and helplessness, did not foster resilience in 
their children. Furthermore, a family's ability to openly discuss death seems to 
facilitate children 's positive adaptation to the loss. Studies looking at depression 
and parental death found that children's perception of the surviving parent's 
degree of openness and communication regarding the deceased parent was 
associated with lower levels of depressive symptoms and anxiety in children 
(Ayyash-Abdo, 2001 ). In addition, the chances of developing depression later in 
life was reduced in those participants who experienced emotional support from 
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the surviving parent after the death occurred if they were included in family 
discussions about the death, and if they experienced support from extended 
family members (Hurd, 1999). Finally, in a study on adjustment in children after 
the loss of a parent, researchers found that children who experienced open 
communication with the surviving parent reported fewer depressive symptoms 
and a decrease in anxiety (Greeff & Human, 2004). 
Furthermore, close relationships with parents contribute to children's 
positive development. A review of the literature found that adolescents who have 
a supportive relationship with at least one parent show better overall adjustment 
than those who do not (Ruschena, Prior, Sanson , & Smart, 2005). Research 
reveals that with parental support, children and adolescents have more security 
and confidence to meet life's challenges and to cope with rapid changes in their 
lives and to adapt to new roles and environments (Crosnoe & Elder, 2004). 
Sibling relationships 
Research on children 's development stresses the importance of siblings in 
the formation of identity and attachment in early childhood , along with siblings as 
childhood rivals and mentors (White, 2001 ). Sibling relationships are embedded 
within the family system and might serve as a protective factor in promoting 
resilience. Crosnoe and Elder (2004) suggested that individuals who relied on 
siblings during problematic family situations were better adjusted. From a life 
course perspective, childhood experiences affect sibling relationships in 
adulthood. Events that occur to one individual are shared through relationships 
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within the family, which describes a principle in life course theory that lives are 
linked interdependently (Elder, 1998). 
Studies on kinship suggest that when people experience events such as 
marriage or parenthood, relationships between siblings become less important 
(Parsons, 1943). However, when individuals experience life events where they 
lose relationships with close family members, such as the death of a parent, 
siblings might become more central to fill the space once held by the deceased 
individual. In a study of the effects of the death of a parent on sibling 
relationships, Mack (2004) found a higher number of brothers and sisters 
reported as among their closest friends than from the control group of intact 
families, suggesting strong sibling loyalties as a result of the shared experience. 
In addition, in a study on loss of a family member in childhood, Worden, Davies, 
and McCown (1999) found that siblings were important confidants for 
preadolescents; in particular, older sisters were reported to be the most frequent 
sibling confidant. 
The life course perspective on sibling relationships suggests that siblings 
are permanent yet flexible members whose roles are negotiated based on 
changing circumstances within the family (White, 2001 ). This suggests the 
importance of sibling relationships as a protective factor, especially when the 
parents are not able to provide a supportive environment. 
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Social support 
Unavailability of social support generally weakens the ability to cope with a 
significant loss, especially if the survivor has been unable to form other close 
relationships. Harvey (2002) suggested that the strongest positive factor in 
recovery from grief following the death of a parent is compassionate support from 
friends and other family members. Crosnoe and Elder (2004) suggested that 
support from friends, siblings, and teachers served as a protective factor from the 
potential risk factor of emotionally distant parent-adolescent relationships. These 
authors found youth to be resilient despite distant relationships with parents, 
primarily due to the supportive relationships with teachers and other adults. 
With changes in the family structure, children might feel more isolated and 
less of a family support network following the death of a parent. Bowlby (1980) 
stressed the importance of support both within the family and from social 
networks, including mentors, as positively influencing children 's adaptation to 
parental death. Social networks serve as a protective factor by allowing children 
to access help during hardship. 
Peer Group 
The peer group is a subset of the cohort. It consists of people of the same 
age with whom one has attitude-forming relationships (Ryder, 1965). 
Researching from a life course perspective, Crosnoe and Elder (2004) suggested 
that young people develop within a system of social ties, and it is within these 
interrelationships and with the larger society that resilience can best be 
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understood. In addition, girls tend to have closer relationships in general, 
receiving more emotional support from friends, siblings, and teachers. 
In a longitudinal study on adolescent adjustment to family transitions, the 
researchers found girls to be more socially competent than boys in late childhood 
and early adolescence (Ruschena et al. , 2005) . Other researchers have 
supported the finding of gender differences within peer relationships. Reported 
disclosure with friends as primary confidants increased during adolescence, with 
the sharpest growth for girls occurring in junior high school but it was not until 
high school that boys reported they had begun confiding in same-sex peers 
(Worden et al., 1999). This suggests the loss of a parent in childhood may leave 
boys more vulnerable as a result of not being able to confide in others. 
Furthermore, Crosnoe and Elder (2004) found the peer group to be 
significant as a protective factor for middle school age girls who lacked parental 
support at home. In the same study, African American youth friends' support 
served as a protective factor against problems at home (Crosnoe & Elder) . These 
studies suggest the importance of friendships in helping children and adolescents 
to cope with life stressors . 
Summary 
This chapter presented a review of the available literature on the effects of 
the death of a parent in childhood. More specifically, this chapter discussed how 
those children who lost a parent in childhood develop resilience as adults. This 
literature review focused on the following areas: resilience literature, childhood 
31 
conceptualization of death, and protective factors which included internal and 
external resources, personality traits, and locus of control. Further research is 
needed to examine how children who have lost a parent in childhood function as 
adults and to address any specific themes that may emerge from the data. 
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CHAPTER Ill 
PROCEDURE FOR DATA COLLECTION 
The purpose of this study was to explore influences on resilience in 
adulthood for those individuals who have experienced the loss of a parent 
through death in childhood . The study was conducted using qualitative research 
methods from a phenomenological perspective. The sample consisted of 19 
women and men who experienced the death of a parent during childhood. This 
section addresses how the participants were chosen and how each participant's 
privacy was protected. Procedures used to administer the testing instrument and 
how the data were collected also is discussed. The chapter concludes with a 
discussion of the researcher's role in qualitative studies, along with strategies 
used to address the accuracy of findings. 
Research Design 
A qualitative method, via a phenomenological approach, was used to 
explore the participants' subjective experiences and how they made sense of 
those experiences. In an attempt to gain further insight of the experiences of 
those individuals who have had a parent die in childhood, retrospective, in-depth 
interviews were conducted . Phenomenological research often involves the use of 
in-depth interviews, which allows individuals to describe their experiences 
(Creswell, 1998) . The phenomenological approach of this study utilized primarily 
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individual , face-to-face, audio taped interview methods to collect data. One 
interview, due to the participant's location, was conducted through a combination 
of email and phone interview. Upon completion of the interviews, the data were 
analyzed and interpreted for recurring patterns and themes. 
Phenomenological Methodology 
This study was conducted following the phenomenological methods of 
qualitative inquiry. In a phenomenological study, the researcher explores the 
meaning of lived experiences of a group of people that share a common 
phenomenon (Creswell, 1998). For this study, the phenomenon was that of the 
death of a parent in childhood, how individuals process this experience, and what 
impact this experience has on resilience in adulthood. 
The phenomenological method consists of four characteristics as 
described by Giorgi (1985). First, it is descriptive in nature, precluding scientific 
analysis or explanation to allow for meanings as described by the participants. 
The second characteristic of the phenomenological method is reduction. 
Reduction is reporting data solely as it is presented, without prejudgment. 
Reduction involves the process of bracketing by the researcher, which is the 
"putting out of play of what we know about things in order to experience them 
freshly" (Giorgi, 1986, p. 6). The third characteristic of phenomenology as a 
methodology is the search for essence. This search for essence requires the 
researcher to search for the actual lived experiences in relation to the meanings 
that emerge. The final characteristic is intentionality, described as 
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" consciousness is always directed or oriented toward something that is not 
consciousness itself' (Giorgi, p. 43). In other words, behavior is intentional, 
directed toward a situation, and is best understood in relation to a phenomenon . 
Phenomenological Data Analysis 
Using Giorgi's (1985) phenomenological analysis, the researcher followed 
these steps: 
1. Read all the material to obtain an overall impression, and bracketed 
preconceptions. 
2. Reread with the specific focus of identifying units of meaning 
representing the phenomenon under study, and coding for these 
meanings. 
3. Condensed and abstracted the meaning within each of the coded 
groups. 
4 . Summarized the contents of each coded group to generalize 
descriptions and concepts reflecting perceived important experiences of 
resilience and childhood loss of a parent. 
Sample 
A purposive sample of 19 adults who met specific criteria for the study was used. 
The criteria were as follows: 
1. Exposure to significant threat or severe adversity; for the 
purpose of this study the adversity was having at least one parent who 
died when the participant was between the ages of 3 and 12. 
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2. The achievement of positive adaptation, as described by the 
participant, despite major setbacks on the developmental process 
(Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000). 
3. The surviving parent did not remarry prior to the participant's 18th 
birthday. 
4. Respondents were 21 years of age or older at the time of the study. 
In addition, participants were those who voluntarily agreed to participate in 
the study. A snowball sampling approach, which involves informal networks, 
recruitment flyers (Appendix A), and personal contacts through word of mouth 
including face-to-face, phone, or e-mail methods, was used to obtain participants 
for this study. Most of the participants were solicited from the North Texas area to 
participate in the study. One participant resided in California, and another in 
Wisconsin. 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) used the term saturation to refer to the point in 
qualitative interviewing when the researcher has reached an adequate sample 
size. Saturation occurs when the similar themes emerge repetitively during each 
subsequent interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). To achieve saturation, the 
researcher used an interview guide containing set interview questions with each 
of the 19 participants. 
Protection of Human Participants 
The study was conducted in accordance with the requirements of the 
Institutional Review Board at Texas Woman's University. Participants' rights were 
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protected by providing them with information about the study (Appendix B), 
maintaining confidentiality of data collected, and informing them of their rights to 
voluntarily participate and voluntarily withdraw from the study at any time. 
Respondents were asked to sign a consent form (Appendix C) for their 
information to be used in the study and to have their interviews audio taped. 
Instrument Design 
A researcher-generated interview protocol was used for the study 
(Appendix D). Requested information included participant's age, gender, level of 
education, marital status, age at the time of the parent's death, number of 
siblings, and age of the parent at the time of the parent's death. An open-ended 
interview protocol included questions that sought to examine an individual's 
perception and experiences following the death of a parent. Open-ended 
questions allowed for the participants to respond freely, providing insight into 
what the individuals were thinking and how they understood their experiences 
(Cozby, 1993). 
The interview protocol was based on four research questions that guided 
the research. In qualitative studies, the research questions serve as guidelines 
for topics to be explored during the interview process (Creswell, 2003). The 
following research questions were addressed: 
1. How do individual characteristics, such as locus of control and 
personality traits, influence resilience after the death of a parent? 
2. How do an individual's family circumstances influence resilience? 
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3. How do external influences impact resilience after the death of a 
parent? 
4. How do participants perceive resilience both on an individual level and 
on a family level as related to the death of a parent? 
The demographic data and qualitative questions were addressed on the 
interview protocol. Interviews were completed at the location of choice by the 
participant. 
Procedures 
Potential participants were contacted by phone or electronic mail to 
discuss the study and inquire about participating in the study. For those who 
agreed to participate, the researcher arranged for a time and place desired by 
the participant for the in-depth interview. In adherence to the snowball sampling 
methodology (Patton, 1990}, those who were contacted about the study also 
were asked to contact persons whom they knew who meet the criteria required 
for the study, and to gain their permission to give names and phone numbers to 
the researcher. Once the names of participants were acquired, the researcher 
contacted them independently by phone or e-mail to discuss the study. 
Prior to the interview, each participant received a letter explaining the 
purpose of the research (Appendix B), consent form (Appendix C), and a list of 
the interview questions (Appendix D). Participants were given the opportunity to 
ask any questions before deciding whether or not to volunteer in the study. 
Participants were interviewed one time only and each interview lasted between 
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45 and 120 minutes, with the average interview just over one hour in length (M = 
63.42). 
At the beginning of the interview the researcher provided a consent form 
for each participant to read and sign (Appendix C). This allowed for an 
opportunity for the participants to ask clarifying questions before signing the 
consent form. Two copies of the consent form were signed by the participant and 
the researcher, with one copy provided to the participant. The informed consent 
form assured participant confidentiality, as well as allowing the investigator to 
assign each signed consent form an identification number. If participants were 
interested in receiving a summary of the results of the study, they were asked to 
provide a contact address or email. In addition , a list of potential contacts for 
counseling was provided for each participant (Appendix E). 
The researcher used a semi-structured interview process to elicit 
information to address the research questions. If participants demonstrated 
reluctance in answering the questions or did not provide enough information, 
appropriate prompts were used to gain additional information. Prompts included: 
1. Tell me more. 
2 . Please give me some examples. 
3. Would you like to add anything else? 
The researcher took interview notes and audio taped the interview 
sessions. The researcher used a semi-structured interview process to address 
the research questions. Table 1 lists the interview questions that were used. 
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Table 1. Research and related interview questions 
Research Question 
1. How do individual characteristics, such 
as locus of control and personality 
traits, influence resilience after the 
death of a parent? 
2. How do an individual's family 
c ircumstances influence resilience? 
Interview Question 
1. How would you describe yourself as a child? 
2. Discuss some of your personal traits, skills, and 
abilities in childhood. 
3. What was your self-concept like as a child? 
4. To what extent did you feel you had a sense of 
control over your surroundings? 
5. How much did your family discuss death before 
your parent died? 
6. Was death discussed within your family after 
your parent died? 
7. How much did you understand death at the time 
of loss? 
8. Were you allowed to attend the funeral? 
9. Does/did your family maintain any family rituals 
regarding the deceased? 
10. Did you and/or your family attend counseling as 
a result of the parent's death? 
11 . What is your relationship like with the surviving 
parent? 
12. Do you have siblings? (If yes, then ask next 
question). 
13. What role did your siblings play during your 
childhood? 
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Table1 (continued). Research and related interview questions 
Research Question 
3. How do external influences impact 
resilience after the death of a parent? 
Interview Question 
14. Did you have close peer relationships as a 
child? 
15. Has there been (is there) an adult who you 
consider to be your mentor? 
16. Wasfls there someone you can go to for support 
and guidance or if you need to make an 
important decision, or who inspires you to do 
your best? What is his/her relationship to you? 
4. How do participants perceive resilience 17. How has the death of your parent influenced the 
both on the individual level and the choices you made as you grew into adulthood? 
family level as related to the death of a 18. Overall, how has the death of your parent 
parent? influenced who you are? 
Data Analysis 
The researcher personally took notes, audio-taped, and transcribed 
verbatim each interview. Upon completion of the interviews, data were recorded 
and compiled by the researcher. Data were transferred onto a chart format 
revealing all responses of the participants. To avoid potential researcher bias, 
three additional peer debriefers were utilized to verify the data results. The first 
peer debriefer is an individual who has a Master's degree in Counseling and is a 
Licensed Professional Counselor. The second peer debriefer was a colleague of 
the investigator and holds a Ph.D. in Child Development. The third debriefer is a 
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Licensed Professional Counselor with a Master's degree in Education. Coding of 
the results was examined by the debriefers. The use of peer debriefers enhanced 
the trustworthiness of the study by confirming themes that had been extracted by 
the researcher. Following concurrence with the debriefers, the data were 
examined and checked for coding and categorization of responses. Finally, data 
were reviewed and subcategorized according to common themes. 
Confidentiality and anonymity were protected during this research study 
by assigning a code to each participant's record. All written and audio materials 
were kept in a secure place, and computer files were kept on a storage device 
available only to the researcher. All materials will be destroyed within two years 
of completion of the study. The consent form completed prior to participation in 
the study informed the participants of their rights and explained the potential risks 
and benefits of participating in the study. 
Following the data collection, or interviewing, the researcher reviewed 
each interview to extract common descriptions, themes, and statements that 
related to the research questions. Rubin and Rubin (2005) explained that the 
goals of qualitative data analysis are "to reflect the complexity of human 
interaction by portraying it in the words of the interviewees and through actual 
events and to make that complexity understandable to others" (p.202). In order to 
accomplish these goals, the researcher transcribed the recorded interviews, then 
read and reread each interview carefully to determine what important themes, 
concepts, and events emerged. After refining the themes and concepts, the 
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researcher coded, or labeled, each theme throughout the interview text. Finally, 
these themes were compared with those found in the related literature. A 
discussion of how the themes and concepts relate to the research questions and 
further implications are found in Chapter 5 . 
Role of the Researcher 
The researcher's role is critical in qualitative interviewing. It is a balance 
between collaboration with the participant and benign curiosity (McCracken, 
1988). To establish this initial connection, the investigator began the interview 
with simple, informal questions. In qualitative interviewing it is imperative for the 
researcher to listen for meaning in what the participants are sharing (Rubin & 
Rubin , 2005). The researcher's role is to immerse herself in the investigation with 
an open mind, so as to allow the participant's meanings to emerge. The 
investigator needs to put aside, or bracket, her own beliefs and experiences in 
order to ensure that the participants are heard (Creswell, 2003). This approach is 
consistent with Edmund Husserl's concept epoche, which describes the 
philosophy of phenomenology wherein the researcher suspends all prejudgments 
about what is real until they are confirmed on a more certain basis (Creswell , 
1998). Therefore, the role of the researcher is to not hold any preconceived ideas 
regarding the experiences as told by the participants in the study. 
In addition to the above responsibilities, in qualitative research the 
researcher also is part of the interview instrument. It is argued that it is not 
possible for the investigator to adequately fulfill qualitative research objectives 
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without using her or his own range of experiences and imagination (McCracken, 
1988). Using the self as an instrument in research occurs when the researcher 
searches for something in her or his own experience for ideas and responses 
that the participant has described in the interview. John Schostak (2006) 
describes this process as the researcher recognizing herself as a subject. In 
doing so, this allows the researcher to then recognize the uniqueness of each 
participant. The personal reflections of the investigator are found in Appendix G. 
Trustworthiness 
In the current study, the soundness of research is guided by the 
constructs of trustworthiness as a fundamental criterion for quality, or rigor, in 
qualitative research. Trustworthiness is a process in qualitative research wherein 
the researcher ensures the reader that the findings are accurate or true (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985). This concern with truth describes naturalistic inquiry. 
The naturalistic inquiry is similar to the method of phenomenology wherein 
the investigator is concerned with description and understanding (Guba, 1978). 
As emphasized earlier, it is the role of the researcher to immerse herself in the 
investigation with an open mind, so as to allow the participant's meanings to 
emerge. In order to ensure trustworthiness, the following criteria were evaluated: 
transferability, credibility, confirmability, and dependability. 
Transferability: Transferability or applicability refers to the degree to which 
the results of the study can be transferred beyond the study. This is achieved by 
providing information about the researcher as the self as an instrument, the 
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research context, process, and participants of the study, which enables the 
reader to decipher how the findings may be transferred (Morrow, 2005). Due to 
the nature of qualitative studies, however, generalizability is viewed not as 
conclusions, but as working hypotheses to build upon for future research inquiry 
(Guba, 1978). 
In addition, to ensure that the findings are transferable beyond the 
researcher and the participants, thick description is necessary. Thick description 
is what Geertz (1973) described as the depth and detail found in the participant's 
first-hand experiences the researcher obtains during the interview. These 
detailed descriptions may allow the research to be transferred to other settings 
due to the shared characteristics. 
Credibility: The credibility or adequacy of the findings is parallel to internal 
validity in quantitative research. The credibility of findings is improved by 
interviewing individuals who reflect a variety of perspectives (Rubin & Rubin , 
2005). Credibility is strengthened through transparency. Transparency means 
that a reader of the study is able to see the process by which the data were 
collected and analyzed (Rubin & Rubin) . To ensure the thoroughness and 
accuracy of the data collection and analysis, the investigator maintained careful 
records throughout the interview process. 
Confirmability: Confirmability refers to the degree to which the results of 
the study can be confirmed by others through agreement from a variety of 
information sources (Guba, 1978). The researcher asks explicit confirmatory 
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questions as a follow up to the interview to find out how the participants react to 
the researcher's interpretations of the data (Rubin & Rubin , 2005). In addition, 
triangulation as a technique involves peer review or debriefing and provides 
additional external checks of the research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In the 
current study, the researcher solicited three peer reviewers who provided 
feedback on the researcher's interpretation of the interview data. Feedback 
consisted of concurring with or verification of the researcher's findings. 
Dependability: Dependability refers to the adherence to the internal 
processes and how the researcher accounts for results that will be subject to 
change and instability across time (Guba, 1978). Thus, the process by which the 
findings are derived should be as explicit and repeatable as possible (Morrow, 
2005). To ensure dependability of the findings, the researcher keeps accurate 
documentation of interview notes, transcripts, and analysis procedures. 
Summary 
This chapter described the methodology for this research study. A 
qualitative study, utilizing a phenomenological approach, was conducted to 
explore resilience influences in adults who experienced the death of a parent in 
childhood. In-depth interviews were completed through the use of open-ended 
research questions generating responses from each individual. Data were 
collected and analyzed by the researcher. Confidentiality and protection of 
human rights was adhered to. Procedures of qualitative data analysis 
verification, including trustworthiness, were addressed. 
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
The purpose of the study was to explore the factors associated with 
resilience in adults who had a parent die during their childhoods. The researcher 
employed a phenomenological approach, using in-depth interviews to gather 
qualitative data. 
Chapter IV is a report of the results of the research . The Chapter begins 
with a description of the sample participants in the study. Next, the findings of the 
study are provided in response to each research question. Finally, a summary of 
the findings is given. 
Description of the Sample 
Nineteen adults participated in the interviews (N=19). The demographic 
data collected for this study were gender, ethnicity, marital status, gender of 
parent(s) who died, age of participant at the time of parent's death, age of the 
participant at the time of the interview, age of the parent(s) at the time of death, 
and participant's current education level. 
The majority of the sample was White, female, and married. Males 
represented 26% of the sample (n = 5) and approximately 74% were females (n 
= 14). The ethnicities represented included approximately 71 % White, 18% 
Black, 6% Asian, and 6% Hispanic. Twelve of the participants were married 
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(63.2%), and the remainder of the sample (n = 7, 36.8%) were either single, 
divorced, widowed, or in a long-term committed relationship. Thirteen participants 
had a father who died and 6 participants had a mother who died. Two 
participants had both parents die when the participants were younger than the 
age of 12. 
The age range of the participants at the time of their parent's death was 
age 3 to age 12; the mean age was 7.42 years old, the mode was 10 years of 
age, and the median age was 8 years old . The age range of the participants at 
the time of the interview was age 21 to age 58; the mean age was 36.32 years 
old, the multi-modal frequencies included ages 33, 38, 44, and 58 years, and the 
median age was 37.5 years old. The age range of the parents when they died 
was age 29 to age 52; the mean age was 42.25 years old, the multi-modal 
frequencies included ages 36, 38, 46, and 52 years old, and the median age was 
42 years old. The majority of respondents had at least some college education. 
Descriptive data about the sample are provided in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Description of the Sample (N = 19) 
Gender 
Female 
Male 
Frequency Percent 
14 
5 
73.7 
26.3 
M so Range Minimum Maximum 
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Table 2, continued. 
Description of the Sample (N = 19) 
Frequency Percent M so Range Minimum Maximum 
Ethnicity 
White 12 70.6 
Black 3 17.6 
Asian 1 5.9 
Hispanic 1 5.9 
Marital Status 
Married 12 63.2 
Non-married 7 36.8 
Gender of deceased parent(s) 
Female 7 33.3 
Male 14 66.6 
Age of participant at time of parent's 
death 7.65 2.70 9 3 
Age of participant at time of interview 38.33 11 .35 37 21 
Age of parent at time of death 42.06 6.84 23 29 
Findings 
The research questions were open-ended and were analyzed using 
qualitative methods. The investigator followed the data analysis process as 
suggested by Rubin and Rubin (2005). The data analysis included a process of 
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12 
58 
52 
the investigator reading and rereading the participant responses and organizing 
the responses according to keywords or phrases using a combination of cut-and-
paste method of a word processing program and hand-written charting. To 
further strengthen the trustworthiness of the findings, responses also were read 
by and feedback was provided by three outside peer reviewers. The investigator 
compared her analysis with the feedback from the reviewers. 
Findings of the research study are reported as they relate to the four 
research questions (Table 3). Seven themes emerging from the data were 
identified for each interview question. Further data analysis yielded sub-themes 
for many of the themes. Following Table 3, each research question with themes, 
sub-themes, and supportive data is presented separately. Research questions as 
they correspond to each theme are found in Appendix F. 
Table 3 
Themes and Sub-themes 
Themes 
1 . Disposition of the child 
2. Parental influence on self-concept 
3. Influence of death on family 
dynamics 
Sub-themes 
a. Childhood activities and abilities. 
a. Security and a sense of control. 
a. Death brought the family together. 
b. Open discussions about the deceased 
parent. 
c. Avoidance of discussion regarding the 
deceased parent. 
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Table 3, continued. 
Themes and Sub-themes 
Themes Sub-themes 
4. Understanding and coping with loss a. Ability to conceptualize death. 
b. Religion and loss. 
c. Prior exposure to death and an increased 
awareness. 
d. The funeral as a sense of closure. 
e. Maintaining family rituals. 
f. Counseling and coping with loss. 
g. The relationship with the surviving parent. 
h. Sibling relationships as caretakers. 
5. Social support a. The importance of peers' parents as parental 
figures. 
b. Increased involvement with peers. 
c. Aunt as a mentor. 
6. Impact of loss on adult a. An appreciation of others. 
relationships b. A desire to make the deceased parent proud. 
7. Increased independence at an a. Importance of education. 
early age b. A preparation for life and death. 
Research Question 1 
The first Research Question was "How do individual characteristics, such 
as locus of control and personality traits, influence resilience after the death of a 
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parent?" Participants in the study were asked the following open-ended 
questions during the interview: 
1. How would you describe yourself as a child? 
2. Discuss some of your personal traits, skills, and abilities in childhood . 
3. What was your self-concept like as a child? 
4. To what extent did you feel you had a sense of control over your 
surroundings? 
Two themes emerged from the data in response to Research Question 1: 
Childhood disposition, and parental influence on self-concept. Themes, sub-
themes as they formed within themes, description of the data, and, if relevant, 
direct quotations from the data follow. 
Theme 1: Disposition of the child: Shyness versus outgoing 
In response to Interview question 1, "How would you describe yourself as 
a child?", overall, participants described themselves as happy, yet shy or 
introverted, or happy and outgoing. Twelve participants described themselves as 
being shy or introverted as a child, 6 participants said they were happy, 5 
participants described themselves as outgoing; 5 said they preferred to be alone, 
and 4 participants said they had a typical childhood. Relevant participant 
comments are presented, followed by the gender of the deceased parent and the 
gender and age of the participant at the time of the parent's death . 
P2: Very shy, but a happy-go-lucky kid. I was ra ised in a very typical 
family. [Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
52 
P3: I kept to my self, a loner. Really introverted, I would have rather not 
been noticed. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P4: Shy to adults, but outgoing with other kids. [Father died when 
daughter was 1 0]. 
P5: I was pretty shy back then. I could be by myself and it didn't bother 
me. I actually preferred being alone. [Mother died when son was 6]. 
P6: I had a typical childhood , happy. [Father died when son was 6). 
P8: I was just all over the place. I was very outgoing. I was always the one 
in charge. [Father died when daughter was 9]. 
P9: A pretty happy child, socialable, sensitive, and attention-seeking. 
[Mother died when daughter was 7]. 
P13: I was introverted and quiet. [Mother died when son was 8; father died 
when son was 12]. 
P14: I was shy before he died and extremely shy afterwards. [Father died 
when daughter was 1 0]. 
Sub theme: A range of childhood activities. 
Responses to Interview question 2, "Discuss some of your personal traits, 
skills, and abilities in childhood," ranged from reading (n = 7), sports (n = 6), 
creativity through music or art (n = 7), to excelling as a student (n = 3). Some of 
the participants felt they ''never really excelled in anything" (n = 4). Interview 
responses are described below: 
P1 : 1 was my happiest either reading or playing basketball. [Father died 
when son was age 1 0] . 
P2: A strong reader, no extra-curricular activities, we were really poor. 
[Father died when daughter was age 3]. 
P4: I loved being outside and playing , like normal kid stuff, but nothing I 
really excelled in . [Father died when daughter was age 1 0]. 
53 
P5: I was athletic; I was on the all-star teams, baseball. I could draw. 1 was 
a good artist. [Mother died when son was age 6]. 
P6: Sports and music, school, marching band. My passion was mostly 
with music. I played the trumpet in middle and high school. [Father died 
when son was age 6]. 
P7: I was interested in music, I was in choir. [Father died when son was 
age 10]. 
P12: At age 9, a couple of months after my mom passed away, I started 
playing soccer. It has been a stress-reliever. [Mother died when daughter 
was age 9]. 
Theme 2: Parental influence on self-concept and control. 
Approximately half (n = 9) of the respondents revealed that their self-
concept was not very good or they felt insecure as a child . The remainder (n = 7) 
said they felt good about themselves as a child. An emerging theme in the 
responses regarding self-concept was the influence of the deceased parent (prior 
to their death) on the participant. Representative comments by participants are 
presented below: 
P4: I was daddy's little girl, he always told me how beautiful I was and I 
was his little princess. [Father died when daughter was 1 0). 
P7: I didn't have a lot of self confidence. But my dad was always very 
encouraging and very positive. I just did a lot of stuff with my dad. After 
that, I was a loner. [Father died when son was 1 0]. 
P9: 1 was seeking parental affection . My mom was sick starting when I 
was age 4, so I kind of knew something was happening. [Mother died 
when daughter was 7]. 
P13: My self concept was doing what my mother would like me to do, such 
as getting involved with Cub Scouts and she was the Den Mother. [Mother 
died when son was 8; Father died when son was 12]. 
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Sub theme: A sense of security with one 's surroundings in relation to control. 
In response to Interview question 4, "To what extent did you feel you had 
a sense of control over your surrounding?", responses included feeling "very 
secure" with their surroundings (n = 6), "never gave it much thought" (n = 3), and 
a majority (n = 1 0) reported that they felt little or no sense of control over their 
surroundings during childhood. The following statements are representative of 
how participants responded: 
P3: Things just pretty much happened to me, I didn't have any say so. I 
blamed myself when I was little, but it ran its course, and I feel like I have 
dealt with it. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P13: I was used to having quiet time by myself but it was spent with the 
neighbor kids. It was an enforced closeness that I wasn't comfortable with . 
[Mother died when son was 8; Father died when son was 12]. 
P14: I was spoiled, so I felt I had a sense of control. I was daddy's little 
girl. After he died, I was lonelier. I was nobody's little girl anymore. If I had 
problems, I would talk to my dad. After that, I talked to the dog. [Father 
died when daughter was 1 0]. 
Those participants who reported feeling very secure with their 
surroundings were often able to create their own sense of control , whether this 
was in positive ways or negative ways. Some of the comments were: 
P1: I loved the fact that we could take care of ourselves. That was my 
sense of control. If we could grow it in the garden, and raise it in the barn , 
I was not worried. [Father died when son was 10]. 
P4: 1 had my own room. I have to have it organized in a certain way. This 
made me feel embarrassed growing up because my mom didn't care if the 
house was clean. My room was my control. [Father died when daughter 
was 10]. 
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P5: I learned to have self-control, which my dad didn't. [Mother died when 
son was 6]. 
P19: I binged and became anorexic as a young teen, trying to get control. 
[Father died when daughter was 2; Mother died when daughter was 5] . 
Research Question 2 
The second Research Question was "How does an individual's family 
circumstances influence resilience?" Participants in the study were asked the 
following interview questions: 
5. How much did your family discuss death before your parent died? 
6. Was death discussed within your family after your parent died? 
7 . How much did you understand at the time of the loss? 
8. Were you allowed to attend the funeral? 
9. Did your family maintain any family rituals regarding the deceased? 
10. Did you and/or your family attend counseling as a result of the 
parent's death? 
11 . What is your relationship like with the surviving parent? 
12. Do you have siblings? 
13. What role did your siblings play during your childhood? 
Two themes emerged from the data as follows: Influence of death on 
family dynamics and understanding and coping with loss. Sub-themes for the first 
theme of the influence of death on family dynamics were: (a) death brought the 
family together, (b) ability for family to talk about death, and (c) an avoidance of 
discussion regarding the deceased. The second theme, understanding and 
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coping with loss, the sub-themes are as follows: (a) indirect communication , (b) 
prior experience of loss and an increased awareness of death, (c) religion and 
loss, (d) significance of the funeral as a sense of closure, (e) maintaining family 
rituals and cultural differences, (f) significance of counseling , (g) relationship with 
surviving parent, and (h) sibling roles. Responses for each of the interview 
questions and subsequent themes, sub themes and data are reported. 
Theme 3: Influence of death on family dynamics. 
For interview question 5, the majority (n = 9) of the respondents reported 
that their family did not discuss death at all prior to the parent's death or they did 
not remember. The remainder of respondents reported that death was discussed 
"a little" (n = 5), or that their family discussed death "a lot" (n = 5) prior to their 
parent's death. 
Sub-theme: Death brought the family together. 
A sub-theme that emerged from the data was that death brought some 
families together. 
P8: Sometimes we wouldn't see extended family until someone died. 
[Father died when daughter was 9]. 
P18: In my family, we did not have open, formal discussions about death. 
I was introduced to death long before my father died. I had small cousins 
who died at a very young age. It was only during these times when death 
was discussed in terms of what the person died of, the funeral 
arrangements, helping the family who suffered the loss. Death brought the 
family together. No one ever explained death, such as answering 
questions like 'what happens to a person after they die'. These were the 
type of questions my parents dared not to discuss. [Father died when 
daughter was 8]. 
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P14: He and I talked about it a lot because he was ill for three months. We 
talked about that I would be OK. [Father died when daughter was 1 0] . 
Sub-theme: Ability to discuss the topic of death. 
lnteNiew question 6 asked if death was discussed within the family after 
their parent died. Responses included "quite a bit" (n = 6), and "not at all" (n = 
13). Two sub-themes emerged from these responses. First, there was the ability 
for some families to have open discussions about death. The following comments 
are representative: 
P6: My mother discussed it and my aunts and uncles, all making sure we 
were OK. Explaining the spiritual aspect of death, having that relationship 
with God. Explaining it as a transition. [Father died when son was 6]. 
P1 : Dad was never a taboo subject. [Father died when son was 10]. 
P18: Losing our father hurt the family. My mother tried so often to make 
sure we understood what was going on when my father died, and to 
understand that death was not something to be afraid of and the reasons 
for not being afraid . I remember questioning God, especially around 
Christmas, not having the money to get what we wanted. My mom 
encouraged us to live life and be happy. [Father died when daughter was 
8]. 
Sub-theme: Avoiding the topic of death. 
The majority (n = 13) of the respondents, however, did not discuss death 
within their family after the parent died. The second sub-theme of not talking 
about the deceased seemed to help some families to cope with the event. Some 
of the comments by participants were: 
P7: It was very difficult for my family to talk about it, so they would not talk 
about it. Especially that first year, it would just make everyone get upset. 
[Father died when son was 10]. 
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P4: We tried not to discuss my father. [Father died when daughter was 
10]. 
P12: We didn't really talk to each other about it that much; we just 
accepted that she was gone. I think we were too sad and didn't want to be 
reminded. [Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
P13: The main focus was on creating life without her. It was a new reality. 
[Mother died when son was 8]. 
Theme 4: Understanding and coping with loss. 
Interview question 7 asked how much the respondents understood death 
at the time of the loss. Responses ranged from understanding a lot to 
understanding very little. Nine participants reported "very much," 8 of the 
participants responded "somewhat'' and the remaining 2 participants reported 
understanding "very little" about death at the time of the loss. 
Sub-theme: Ability to conceptualize death. 
A common response that emerged from how much the participants 
understood death at the time of the loss was the thought of knowing the parent 
wasn 't coming back, but not fully comprehending the sadness of it. A participant, 
who was only 3 years old when her father died , shared this memory: 
P3: One of my earliest memories is being at his wake. I was real small, 
climbing around on things, but remember seeing his casket and knowing 
that he wasn't coming back. But not really comprehending the sadness of 
it. I guess because I was so young , I was kind of spared the pain . I knew 
he wasn't coming back. I just don't remember the drastic hurt. I was told 
he was in heaven with the angels. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P11 : I have three memories of my dad, and one was the night he died. I 
remember us going with my aunt and uncle to the hospital. I remember 
seeing a set of double doors and being told that I couldn 't go through 
those doors. But not understanding why. For months after his death, I 
59 
would not take my clothes off at night. That was my way of grieving. 
[Father died when daughter was 3]. 
A participant who was a little older had this recollection: 
P5: I don't think I really understood, but I knew. I remember when it 
happened and what everyone's reaction was and that it was bad and 1 
knew that I probably wouldn't ever see her again. But I don't think I ever 
understood the concept of her being dead until I got older. [Mother died 
when son was 6]. 
In addition , the ability to conceptualize death as revealed through the 
responses from Interview question 7 was an awareness of the loss through 
indirect family conversations. Even if the family did not discuss the death directly 
with the child, several participants were made aware, mostly through overhearing 
adult conversations. Two participants detailed this experience: 
P13: My Uncle on my father's side died two or three years before my 
mother died. At the funeral , I don't know that it was explained to me very 
well, but that is one thing that adults forget, that kids' ears are a lot 
sharper than ours are, and we don't realized that kids can hear every word 
that they are saying. Back in the 50's and early 60's you did not say 
cancer out loud, much less brain cancer. They might have as well shouted 
it out loud, rather than whispering around us. [Mother died when son was 
8]. 
P8: I knew he was sick, but I didn't know he was that sick. I remember 
overhearing conversations amongst the adults. I knew something was 
going on when my oldest sister was going to go and visit him. That was it. 
I wasn 't the oldest so I couldn 't go see him. [Father died when daughter 
was 9]. 
Sub-theme: A prior experience of death and an increased awareness of loss. 
Another sub-theme that emerged from Interview question 7 regarding level 
of understanding at the time of the loss was that an understanding of death 
appeared to be related to whether or not the person experienced another person's 
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death prior to the death of the parent, regardless if this prior death was another 
relative or a family pet such as a fish or a hamster. 
P2: I remember going to my grandfather's funeral when I was little, which 
back then was in the living room. That was my only experience with death, 
other than a fish or something. [Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
P4: We had hamsters that died, my grandmother died, so I've already 
experienced death of somebody close to me. [Father died when daughter 
was 10]. 
P9: I did because my grandfather had died two years before that. I knew I 
wouldn't see her again. [Mother died when daughter was 7] . 
Furthermore, that of becoming more aware of death as a result of the 
experience was common in several of the participants. 
P4: My brother and I were weird about hamsters dying after that. We were 
very careful about how we buried them. [Father died when daughter was 
1 0]. 
P1 : A string of deaths occurred after that. I became more aware of death, 
of other people's death. I felt more impacted by it. [Father died when son 
was 10]. 
Sub-theme: The influence of religion on the understanding of loss. 
Some participants talked about the impact of religion in the understanding 
of the parent's death . 
P6: Death was not considered a final event, it was a transition . Religion 
played a strong role in this understanding. [Father died when son was 6]. 
P2: I felt that my surroundings were very secure. Our family had a strong 
sense of faith. [Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
P16: My emotional support growing up I found in God. I try to learn from 
every experience. It has its positives and negatives, like a diamond in the 
rough . Counseling and church help the stones to shine through . [Father 
died when daughter was 11]. 
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P7: I had been seeking faith, even as a 10 year old, I felt inclined to go out 
on my own to a church across the street. [Father died when son was 1 0]. 
Sub-theme: The significance of the funeral as a sense of closure. 
Interview question 8 asked whether or not the individual was allowed to 
attend the funeral. Most (n = 16) responded that they did, and the remaining 
participants (n = 3) responded "no or do not recall". The following interview data 
from two of the respondents who did not attend their parent's funeral described 
the sub-theme of the importance of the funeral in helping to feel a sense of 
closure: 
P4: My father was cremated so we never saw his body. My mother would 
not let me see him in the hospital right after he died. I felt there was never 
that sense of closure. I had dreams that he was on vacation, and I would 
see somebody on the street that looked like him, and I thought that's dad, 
he just doesn't know who he is. I understood he was gone, but I wouldn 't 
believe it. [Father died when daughter was 1 0]. 
P15: No, my dad didn't think it was a good idea. He thought he was doing 
what was best, but it was a big problem for me later. There still is a small 
part of me that is not 100% that she is dead. I even think of getting her 
body exhumed, just to get that closure. [Mother died when daughter was 
8]. 
Sub-theme: Maintaining family rituals. 
Interview question 9 asked if the participant's family maintained any family 
rituals regarding the deceased. Most of the participants (n = 9) said they visited 
the gravesite. Cultural traditions or remembering special dates such as birthdays, 
holidays, and the anniversary of the death was mentioned by 5 of the 
participants. and the remaining participants (n = 5) reported they did not maintain 
any family rituals regarding the deceased. For the most part, family rituals were 
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not maintained beyond visiting the gravesite on occasion. One woman suggested 
the difficulty of maintaining family rituals could have been due in part to the fact 
that she was the only remaining female in the household. This is followed by a 
statement from a participant about women and the strengthening family bonds. 
P2: I was now left with a brother and a father. Two men. And rituals tend 
to be developed and maintained by women. [Mother died when daughter 
was 9]. 
P11 : My mother did a fabulous job in keeping me close to my father's side 
of the family. This kept his memory alive. [Father died when daughter was 
3]. 
Remembering special dates, such as the birthday of the deceased or 
holidays were significant. In addition, the cultural differences were reflected 
through funeral observations. Representative comments were: 
P8: On All Saints Day, we go to the gravesite and clean around the area, 
sometimes even painting the gravestone. [Father died when daughter was 
9]. 
P7: My dad died on Valentine's Day, which helps me keep the memories 
alive. [Father died when son was 1 0]. 
P18: This (the funeral) was a big ordeal, culturally. The Blackfoot and 
Cherokee tribes. We were involved in dressing the body, preparation, for 
the two-day wake. The whole event lasts about a week. [Father died when 
daughter was 8]. 
P12: Usually, in the Mexican culture, the funeral lasts eight days, bringing 
in fruit and food. Now we remember the day with flowers. [Mother died 
when daughter was 9]. 
Sub-theme: The significance of counseling. 
Interview question 10 asked whether or not the participant and/or their 
family attended counseling as a result of the parent's death . Many of the 
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participants (n = 15) said they did not attend counseling as a child. One 
participant reported she attended one counseling session at school and 3 
participants reported they did attend counseling. Two participants revealed they 
attended counseling as an adult, as a result of the death of the parent. 
Most (n = 15) of participants spoke of the lack of counseling as a result of 
the death of the parent. Most respondents were over the age of 30 at the time of 
the interview, dating the parent's death back to over 20 years ago. 
P7: We did not know what counseling was back then . Or at least I didn't. 
Looking back on it now, I am surprised that the school did not try and do 
more ... and it is really kind of upsetting now. I was out of school for three 
days. I went back to school the day after the funeral. [Father died when 
son was 10]. 
P2: I had one counseling session at school. This was in the '50s so 
counseling wasn't very common. [Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
Some of the participants commented on their culture in relation to the lack 
of counseling as a result of the death of the parent 
P8: Culturally we didn't. You just dealt with it. [Father died when daughter 
was 9]. 
P10: No. That was not part of our culture. [Father died when daughter was 
3]. 
Those few who did have counse ling were all under that age of 30 during 
the time of the interview. One participant attended counseling for a year following 
her mother's death and she considers her counselor as one of her mentors. 
Counseling was significant for these individuals. 
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P12: We went to a local church for counseling for about a year after. The 
counselor that I had when I was younger, we still keep in contact on a 
regular basis. [Mother died when daughter was 9). 
P4: When I was 12, (my aunt) said we have to pull her out of this, pull me 
out and send me to counseling. So I went to a girl's Adventure Camp. I 
was the only one that went to counseling. It was getting out of that 
environment that helped more that anything. I got to get out of that pool of 
depression and see what the world was like. It helped to see life outside of 
that haze. [Father died when daughter was 10]. 
P16: I did because I turned into a rebellious kid. I was upset that I wasn't 
told that he was dying and I didn't want to live with my mom alone. I went 
to counseling ages 12 and 13. Had I not been in counseling I don't know 
where I'd be today. [Father died when daughter was 11 ]. 
Sub-theme: The relationship with the surviving parent. 
Interview question 11 asked about the participant's relationship with the 
surviving parent. Eleven of the participants said the relationship was good or very 
close and the remainder (n = 8) reported the relationship was not close, was 
distant, or was indifferent. Respondents described the relationship with the 
surviving parent as depending on the degree to which the death affected the 
surviving parent. These statements were representative of respondents' views: 
P18: My mother was the nucleus of the family. Her death changed the 
family dynamics. After my father's death, there was increased financial 
burden on my mother-she worked two jobs and did not receive any public 
assistance. [Father died when daughter was 8]. 
P8: She was a very strong woman, very independent. I listened to her a 
lot. I felt like I could talk to her. At a young age, I saw how hard she was 
working for us, and I thought I would never want to do anything to go 
against what she was trying to do. [Father died when daughter was 9]. 
P4: My mother got very depressed, and she still hasn't come out of it. I 
always resented the fact that she stopped living when he did. [Father died 
when daughter was 1 OJ. 
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P3: I was always more of the parent. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P10: I remember it hurt me really bad. My mom said I cursed my father. In 
the Chinese culture, I was born in the Year of the Sheep, which meant 1 
was a curse and families blamed loss on the children . [Father died when 
daughter was 3]. 
Sub-theme: Sibling relationships-primarily as caretakers. 
Interview question 12 asked if the participants had any siblings. 
Seventeen participants reported that they did have at least one sibling and 2 
participants were only children. "What role did your siblings play during your 
childhood" (Interview question 13), was asked to those who reported having 
siblings. The sibling relationships were described as caretakers by 10 of the 
respondents, typical sibling rivalry by 5 of the respondents, and 5 participants 
described their siblings as playmates or peers. 
This relationship of the caretaker role is explained by the following data: 
P7: My sister was almost like a second mom to me. She was in high 
school when I was born. She took care of me. [Father died when son was 
1 0]. 
P12: My siblings were my peers. We also each took care of the one 
younger than us. [Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
Research Question 3 
Research Question 3 asked "How do external influences impact resilience 
after the death of a parent?" The following open-ended interview questions were 
asked: 
14. Did you have close peer relationships as a child? 
15. Has there been an adult who you consider to be your mentor? 
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16. Do you have someone who you can go to for support or guidance or if 
you need to make an important decision, or who inspires you to do 
your best? What is his/her relationship to you? 
Theme 5: Social support. 
In response to interview question 14, about half of the respondents (n = 9) 
reported that they did have close peer relationships as a child, 7 participants said 
they had "a few" close peer relationships, and the remainder of the participants 
(n = 3) said they did not have any close peer relationships as a child. 
Sub-theme: Peers and the importance of parental figures. 
The importance of the parents of peers as parental figures in the 
participants' own lives are indicated by the following statements: 
P2: I always had friends. Their mothers became like second mothers to 
me. [Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
PS: I had a lot of friends. Everyone in town knew that my dad was getting 
arrested. A lot of my friend's families took me in. [Mother died when son 
was 6]. 
P11 : I connected with peers who had an active father figure. [Father died 
when daughter was 3]. 
P14: One of my friends was extremely outgoing which helped to make me 
more outgoing. Her father would push me to speaking out. He helped me 
to come out of my shell. [Father died when daughter was 1 0]. 
Sub-theme: The ability to become more involved as an adolescent. 
Although many of the participants described themselves as shy or 
introverted as children, several of them were able to become more involved as 
they got older. This is represented through the following participant's comments: 
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P3: I was very much a loner as a child. In high school it was a complete 
turnaround. I did cheerleading and got involved. I got tired of being on the 
outside looking in . [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P13: I moved around a lot between relatives. It wasn 't until late in high 
school that I started making friends. Being an introvert, I made friends 
slowly. [Mother died when son was 8 ; Father died when son was 12]. 
P14: In seventh and eighth grades I forced myself to get out and get 
involved and try new things. [Father died when daughter was 10]. 
Interview question 15 asked if there was or is an adult whom the 
participant considered to be a mentor. Thirteen of the responses reported 
another family member as a mentor, with an aunt reported most frequently. Eight 
participants reported an adult friend outside of the family as a mentor. Some 
participants commented on social support: 
P3: I have a great Uncle who may be all in all responsible for me 
becoming more outgoing. I would visit him starting at age 13 over the 
summers. He was the first person in our family that has broken out of this 
cycle of poverty, he went to college. He showed me there is another way 
to live if you choose it. He supported me going to school and would do 
anything to help. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P5: I moved out from my dad's in 61h grade and just moved from friend to 
friend until my senior year. In my freshman year in college I had a buddy 
whose parents took me in and made me feel at home. That is probably 
when I really felt I could do something with my life then. [Mother died when 
son was 6]. 
P7: As for resilience, I would say it had to be about 35% internal and 65% 
external. I leaned on my sister a lot for support and other relatives. [Father 
died when son was 10]. 
P8: 1 played a lot with the neighborhood and church kids. Everyone looked 
out for each other. [Father died when daughter was 9). 
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P9: I have a really small family, so I had to reach out to other people. 1 
was social. Friends were important and a big support. [Mother died when 
daughter was 7). 
Sub-theme: An aunt as a mentor. 
A sub-theme emerged about aunts, specifically. Respondents reported 
that aunts stepped in no matter if it was the mother or father that died. Some of 
their comments were: 
P2: My great aunt kept me on the straight and moral path . [Mother died 
when daughter was 9]. 
P4: My aunt, she is my other mother. I would go to her first for any 
decision I had. She has been there for everything. What helped a lot was 
reconnecting with the family after my father died. Being around my aunt, 
she is resilient. [Father died when daughter was 1 0]. 
P10: My aunt took care of me. We are still very close. She was like my 
mom. [Father died when daughter was 3). 
P15: She (aunt) would try and guide and counsel me. No one else in my 
family has ever been outwardly encouraging. [Mother died when daughter 
was 8]. 
P17: I had stable influences like family members: aunt, uncle, and 
grandmother. My aunt (father's sister) sent a gift every week when I was in 
college. I had people that cared about me, loved me, and provided 
stability. [Father died daughter was 3]. 
Interview question 16 asked if the participant had someone whom they 
could go to for support and guidance or if they needed to make an important 
decision. Often, the same person was indicated in this response as in Interview 
question 15, with an aunt reported most frequently by respondents. 
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Research Question 4 
Research Question 4 was "How do participants perceive resil ience both 
on the individual level and the family level as related to the death of a parent?" 
The following open-ended interview questions were asked: 
17. How has the death of your parent influenced the choices you made as 
you grew into adulthood? 
18. Overall, how has the death of your parent influenced who you are? 
Theme 6: Impact of loss on future relationships. 
Responses to interview question 17 revealed a theme of the influence of 
the loss on relationships patterns in adulthood. Some responses were: 
P3: I definitely think it had a lot to do with the kind of men I dated and the 
man I married. In my mind I always pictured him to be the good guy, 
coming in to save the day. This was good for me in dating, because I 
always dated people who projected those sorts of characteristics. My 
husband is wonderful , and I projected who I thought my dad was onto the 
men in my life. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P15: In positive ways, I don't take people for granted that I care about. I 
don't let my husband or I don't leave after a fight or I always say I love you 
before I hang up. It has influenced my mothering skills. I am very loving 
and nurturing. In a negative way, I had trust issues in relationships. I was 
always afraid someone was going to leave me. [Mother died when 
daughter was 8] . 
P1 8: After my father's death, my mother refused to remarry and she never 
did. Not having a father around did not provide a model of how married 
women and men interact with each other. I think having a better 
understanding of the dynamics of relational interactions would have saved 
me a lot of heartache in my prior relationships. [Father died when 
daughter was 8]. 
P16: There are times I wish I had that male figure in my life. [Father died 
when daughter was 11]. 
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P19: I feel like I got gypped a little. I wanted the mother to tell me stories 
of boyfriends and how to be a lady. I never got that. I blamed others for my 
p~oblems with relationships. [Father died when daughter was 2; Mother 
d1ed when daughter was 5}. 
Sub-theme: An appreciation of others. 
An additional sub-theme in response to how the death of a parent has 
influenced the participants as they grew into adulthood was an overall 
appreciation for life and for others. 
P7: It has helped me to appreciate people in my life. You just don't know 
how long they are going to be there. [Father died when son was 1 0] . 
P12: Missing her helps me to be thankful for the things I do have. I have a 
lot of positive people around me. My sisters gave me strong boundaries. 
[Mother died when daughter was 9}. 
P17: Anything can change in a minute. The death of my father was a 
defining moment. I learned to be more adaptable. [Father died when 
daughter was 6]. 
P16: Mom was not a supportive mother, emotionally. I learned to be 
supportive of others since I had lacked that at home. [Father died when 
daughter was 11]. 
P18: I realize all living things will die and to appreciate life as it comes 
even when the dark moments of life present themselves. I am not afraid of 
death and dying. [Father died when daughter was 8]. 
P19: It has influenced how secure that I feel in relationships. It has helped 
me to be compassionate toward others with a similar loss or the imperfect 
upbringing. [Father died when daughter was 2; Mother died when 
daughter was 5]. 
Sub-theme: The need to make the deceased parent proud. 
Several respondents spoke of not wanting to let the parent down, or to a 
desire to make the deceased parent proud: 
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P4: I always want to be his little princess. I was always very careful about 
how I lived my life because I didn't want him to be disappointed. [Father 
died when daughter was 1 0]. 
P6: The resilience , what he taught, being able to bounce back from 
negative events, and learn from your experiences, my self esteem, and 
being able to defend yourself. Being able to assess myself, discernment, 
and certain things, knowing whether they are good for you, or something 
you need to avoid . [Father died when son was 6]. 
P12: It helped me to make better decisions to make her happy, to make 
her proud. Being happy, being in school, achieving my goals. [Mother died 
when daughter was 9]. 
P16: He was liked and respected so I just try to treat people how I would 
like to be treated. I have an unconditional positive regard for others. I was 
daddy's little girl. He was very protective. You don't know what you have 
until it is gone. I learned to be independent because people will disappoint 
you. I am optimistic, see the good in people, and try to be the best person 
I can be. [Father died when daughter was 11]. 
In addition to not wanting to disappoint the deceased, several respondents 
talked about how highly they thought of the deceased parent and how this 
continued into adulthood: 
P1 0: It influenced my marriage. I wanted unconditional love like a father 
gives a daughter. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P11 : 1 was married young, ended in divorce a few years later. My second 
marriage, I may have married him more due to the admiration of my 
father-in-law. I am in my third marriage. This is one of the impacts-I never 
really saw or was around what was a good relationship. I was looking for 
male-love. I always wondered what my father would think of me. [Father 
died when daughter was 3]. 
P3: 1 can see how my dad was human, but as a child, he was 'god.' 
[Father died when daughter was 3] . 
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Interview question 18 asked, "Overall , how has the death of your parent 
influenced who you are?" Several themes and sub-themes emerged from these 
responses. 
Theme 7: Increased responsibility and independence at a younger age. 
A central theme that ran true across many of the interviews was the 
"independence and strength" that was cultivated from the Joss of a parent at such 
a young age. 
P2: I have more confidence and maturity. I learned that there are three 
things you need to get through a tragedy: Faith, family, and friends. 
[Mother died when daughter was 9]. 
P6: His death helped me mature faster. My spirit was beyond my peers'. 
[Father died when son was 6]. 
P13: I learned to be very self-reliant. This was learned, because both my 
parents were very independent, strong-willed people. [Mother died when 
son was 8; Father died when son was 12]. 
P?: I had to take on more adult roles, I had to push myself to be more 
outgoing and reach out to people. I think back, for 10 1/2 years I had a 
good life. A lot of people don't even have that. [Father died when son was 
1 0]. 
P9: I am more independent. Education and independence were really 
important. I am not as secure of a person. It helped me to reach out to 
people. [Mother died when daughter was 7]. 
P3: I think it made me be very independent, for sure. There was 
something intrinsic, something inside that told me there has to be a better 
way. That spark was in there but it wasn 't ignited until I met my Uncle. 
[Father died when daughter was 3] . 
P1 : After that, my goal was to become completely self-sufficient. [Father 
died when son was 1 0]. 
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P.8: It has made me a stronger person, especially at a young age. [Father 
d1ed when daughter was 9]. 
P18: I am strong, independent, and willful. My mother taught the girls how 
to take care of ourselves. [Father died when daughter was 8]. 
It appears that this theme splits. Some participants spoke of the 
independence from a positive stance (greater appreciation, greater desire to 
achieve more with their life, or greater sense of awareness) while others spoke of 
it from a distrusting, cynical, or negative stance. 
P14: It made me pretty hard. Hard-hearted. Cynical. I don't become really 
attached to people. We've been married for 22 years and I have never 
become very attached to him. I remember when I first met my husband he 
smelled like my dad. I dated older guys who were stable. I looked for 
safety and security. [Father died when daughter was 1 OJ. 
P1 : The blame there is on dad. 'Why weren 't you there to explain my life to 
me, how to be prepared for kids?' But the truth is, if he was around, he 
may not have told me that anyway. But it is nice to have someone to 
blame. As far as that sense of resiliency, when it comes down to it you 
make decisions on your own. [Father died when son was 1 0]. 
Sub-theme: The importance of education. 
Education as a firm belief ran strong across responses. Most of the 
sample had at least some college education. The importance of education is 
apparent in the following statements from participants: 
P11 : 1 am very independent. I have very firm beliefs in education because 
my mother had to finish her degree after my father's death. I have told my 
daughters that it is fine to be married, but you have to have the ability to 
be able to survive on your own. We were survivors, my mother was a 
survivor. [Father died when daughter was 3]. 
P1 3: Education was important. My parents had high expectations for me. 
[Mother died when son was 8; Father died when son was 12]. 
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P4: My aunt and my father instilled the importance of education in me. 
There was no doubt that I was going to college. [Father died when 
daughter was 1 OJ. 
P6: My oldest brother laid the ground work, going to college, laid the 
foundation of the importance of education. [Father died when son was 6]. 
P16: He told me to get my education. He told me that in order for me to 
succeed I have to be educated in this world if you want to be successful. 1 
was taught to stand up for myself. Had he not told me I think I would have 
gone in a different direction. [Father died when daughter was 11]. 
PB: My mother really supported and stressed the importance of education. 
[Father died when daughter was 9]. 
Sub-theme: A preparation for life and death. 
The experience of the death of a parent seemed to help prepare these 
individuals for life experiences and future deaths. Some participant comments 
are as follows: 
P14: Overall , I felt prepared for death. It made me stronger and know that 
it is not the end of the world. The last three months of his life we spent just 
he and I. We had long talks about how I should handle things from college 
to careers. He made sure I knew this was not the end of my life. I've 
learned how to deal with life events without getting too upset. [Father died 
when daughter was 1 0]. 
P17: I learned to work with the hand I was dealt with. Since my mother 
died when I was 25, I grew up without both parents. People my age are 
facing issues of their parents dying. The early loss gave me a sense of 
freedom, no outside constraints. I could be whoeve r I wanted to be. 
[Father died when daughter was 6]. 
P6: I learned from my dad's death to learn from my experiences. [Father 
died when son was 6]. 
P1 9: 1 think my experiences have made me stronger. I am a tenacious 
person. [Father died when daughter was 2; Mother died when daughter 
was 5]. 
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P8: I have been able to deal with things as they come along and not really 
sulk. The death was hard because I didn't know him. I have a lot of 
unanswered questions. [Father died when daughter was 9]. 
Summary of Findings 
Chapter 4 presented the results of the qualitative study that explored 
resilience in adults whose parent died in their childhood. The interview questions 
followed a protocol to answer the following four research questions: 
1. How do individual characteristics influence resilience after the death of 
a parent? 
2. How do an individual's family conditions influence resilience? 
3. How do external influences affect resilience after the death of a parent? 
4. How do participants perceive the death of a parent as a part of 
resilience in adulthood? 
Research Question 1 
Participants were asked to describe how individual characteristics, such 
as locus of control and personality traits, influence resilience after the death of a 
parent. Two themes emerged from the data: childhood disposition and parental 
influence on self-concept and sense of control. 
Research Question 2 
Participants were asked to describe how an individual's family 
circumstances influence resilience. Two themes were identified from the data as 
follows: influence of death on family dynamics and understanding and coping 
with loss. Several sub-themes emerged in addition which includes: death brought 
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the family together, the ability for the family to talk about death, an avoidance of 
discussion regarding the deceased, an increased awareness of death and prior 
exposure to death and understanding loss, the significance of the funeral as a 
sense of closure, maintaining family rituals, the significance of counseling, the 
relationship with surviving parent, and sibling relationships. 
Research Question 3 
Research participants were asked to describe how external influences 
affect resilience after the death of a parent. Social support as a primary theme 
emerged from the data. Several sub-themes were as follows: peers and the 
importance of parental figures, an increased involvement with peers, and aunts 
as mentors. 
Research Question 4 
Research participants were asked to describe how participants perceive 
resilience both on the individual level and the family level as related to the death 
of a parent. Two themes were identified from the data as follows: the impact of 
loss on future relationships and an increased responsibility at a younger age. 
Several sub-themes were: an appreciation of others, the importance of 
education, a need to make the deceased parent proud, and the tendency to 
idealize the deceased parent, and an appreciation of life and death. 
Universal Theme 
One theme that emerged from the data collection that was re lated to each 
of the four Research Questions was that the experience of the death of a parent 
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in childhood is a life-changing event. The following statements illustrate this 
theme. 
P1: After my father's death, it was such a dark period. It literally felt like 
the next year was overcast. I don't remember the sun shining. It changed 
me, I slowed down, and that was it right there. I remember a kid in school 
saying, 'You walk slower than any of the kids here'. [Father died when son 
was 10]. 
P7: It came as a huge shock. Before kindergarten we had three deaths in 
the family, so I remember talking to my dad about death. At the time, you 
are just in that shock, that denial phase, and so many things go through 
your head. I understood that it was permanent. So there was a sense of 
how are we ever going to go on from this? [Father died when son 1 0]. 
P13: It was difficult losing a mom so young, because as a child, my world 
was so mother-centered. It was the day the world changed, because it 
was she who was there when I came home from school. I knew she was 
very ill , but no one suggested until that point that she might die. It was one 
of the moments that the earth changed for me. It was a life-changing 
event. I knew things were going to be different now. It took months for my 
thinking to change to stop revolving around her existence. [Mother died 
when son was 8; Father died when son was 12]. 
Summary 
This chapter presented the demographic information of the sample, and 
participants' responses in the interviews. Transcripts of the interviews were 
coded according to personal information, individual and family traits, and 
common themes that emerged. Themes and sub-themes were identified and 
illustrated by comments from the participants. 
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CHAPTERV 
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION , AND CONCLUSIONS 
Chapter 5 summarizes the study and presents a discussion of the findings 
as they relate to previous research . The chapter also provides conclusions based 
on the results of the study and implications of the findings. Recommendations for 
family sciences professionals, researchers, practitioners, and therapists are 
offe red. Finally, limitations of the research are discussed. 
This study was descriptive in nature and sought to explore the meanings 
and experiences of individuals whose parent died during childhood and their 
resilience in adulthood. The study utilized a qualitative approach through the 
means of in-depth interviews from a sample of adult volunteers who met the 
study criteria. The following research questions were addressed: 
1. How do individual characteristics, such as locus of control and 
personality traits, influence resilience after the death of a parent? 
2. How do an individual's family circumstances influence resilience? 
3. How do external influences impact resilience after the death of a 
parent? 
4. How do participants perceive resilience both on the individual leve l and 
the family level as related to the death of a parent? 
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Summary of the Study 
Recruitment of participants was accomplished through a snowball 
sampling method. Criteria for participation in the study were described as follows: 
(a) having had at least one parent who died when the participant was between 
the ages of 3 and 12, (b) the achievement of positive adaptation, or resilience, as 
described by the participant, despite major setbacks on the developmental 
process, (c) the surviving parent did not remarry prior to the participant's 18th 
birthday; and (d) respondents were 21 years of age or older to participate in the 
study. The respondents participated in audio-taped, in-depth interviews. 
Following Giorgi's (1985) phenomenological data analysis method, the 
transcripts were read and re-read to gain a deeper understanding of the data. 
Theoretical Framework 
Life course perspective guided the theoretical basis of the study. The life 
course perspective is a theory that examines life events, normative or non-
normative, and how these events effect individual and families over time (Elder, 
1998). Time, context, human agency, and the timing of life events are some of 
the concepts of life course perspective that are useful in helping to understand 
the phenomenon of death of a parent in childhood and resilience in adulthood. 
Life course theory evolved from a sociological concern about the events 
experienced by individuals over time (White & Klein , 2002) . Much of life course 
theory is focused on individual experiences of family events, the timing of events, 
and the age of the individual experiencing the event, as in the current study, the 
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event of the death of a parent in childhood . From the life course perspective, it is 
argued that events that occur out of sequence, or off-time with the normative 
sequencing of family events, "the probability of later life disruptions is increased" 
(p. 101 ). However, when taking into account the proponents of life course theory, 
such as human agency, interdependence of lives, and historical and personal 
experiences, the theory provides a useful lens to view resilience in relation to the 
death of a parent in childhood. 
Phenomenology 
The study utilized a phenomenological perspective both as a philosophy 
and as a methodology. Phenomenology is tied in with life course perspective in 
that it looks at the personal understandings constructed by family members 
based on their shared history, perspective, and interpretation of events (White & 
Klein , 2002). A component of phenomenology as a philosophy is the notion that 
individual's subjective experiences contain intersubjective components that are 
shared with others. What makes those personal experiences and meanings 
intersubjective is that they are shared and understood meanings of everyday life 
beyond the individual and family to society (White & Klein). 
Discussion of Findings 
The data analysis is based on the descriptions presented by the 
participants during the interviews, and the interpretations of the findings are 
those of the researcher (Rubin & Rubin , 2005). The findings are delineated 
based on each research question. Analysis of the data revealed seven major 
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themes and 20 sub-themes. Emerging themes and sub-themes were explored 
and compared with the literature on death of a parent in childhood and resilience. 
Research Question 1. This question investigated the ways in which 
individual characteristics, such as locus of control and personality traits, influence 
resilience after the death of a parent. The first research question sought to 
determine what individual traits, if any, serve as protective factors affecting 
resilience in adulthood for those participants who lost a parent in childhood . 
Participants discussed what they were like as children; their interests and 
abilities; and how they felt about themselves and their surroundings. 
Theme: Disposition of the Child. 
Research on resilience has focused on individual characteristics and 
disposition (Strand & Peacock, 2002; Walsh, 1998; Werner & Smith, 1992). 
Those findings suggest individual traits such as feeling good about oneself, the 
ability to connect with others, and a sense of optimism serve as protective factors 
for positive adjustment. Consistent with previous findings, participants described 
themselves as happy, yet shy or introverted, or happy and outgoing. Those who 
described themselves as a loner did not appear to perceive this as a negative 
trait. One participant noted that he preferred to be alone, but he was able to 
establish close peer relationships through athletics. 
In addition to their personal traits, the participants discussed their interests 
and abilities. In general, responses included interests in sports, art, music, or 
reading and school. Although many of the participants expressed an involvement 
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and enjoyment in activities, none of the participants made this the focus of their 
childhood. Participants reported having a typical childhood, despite the death of 
the parent. They continued with normal routines of going to school, getting 
involved in activities and playing with friends. One participant commented : "My 
personality helped me, my interests in sports and drawing. I also had good 
friends that helped me to grow up." 
Theme: Parental influence on self-concept and control. 
Responses support the literature on the relationship between early 
parental interactions and children 's sense of self-concept and personal control 
(Krause, 1998). In reference to the deceased parent, several participants 
described themselves as "daddy's little girl" and other respondents remember 
hearing encouraging words from their parent as a child. These early interactions 
with the parent seemed to be important factors in the participant's developing 
sense of self. 
In addition to self-concept, participants' sense of security regarding their 
surroundings appeared to be affected by the absence of a parent. More than half 
of the participants reported feeling little or no sense of control over their 
surroundings during childhood. They reported feeling less secure and lonelier 
following the death of their parent. Some of the participants discussed ways in 
which they learned to create their own sense of control within their environment 
and within themselves. One participant admitted to becoming anorexic, in order 
to gain control. Another participant gained a sense of control through helping his 
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family with the daily responsibilities of taking care of the farm. These findings 
support Wong's (1997) conclusions that although at-risk children lacked control 
over their environments, they were able to control their internal attitudes. 
Research Question 2. The second research question investigated how an 
individual's family circumstances influenced resilience. This research question 
explored the themes of the influence of death on family dynamics and the 
understanding and coping with the loss. Responses by participants revealed sub 
themes of death and family togetherness and various degrees of discussions 
regarding the deceased parent. 
Theme: Influence of death on family dynamics. 
Prior research suggests that the loss of a family member disrupts family 
equilibrium and established roles. Bowen (1991) described this disruption within 
the family as an emotional shockwave, with the deaths of either parent when the 
family is young to have the greatest impact. This shockwave is a series of events 
that occurs within the extended family system following a tragic event. According 
to Walsh and McCormick (1991 ), the ability of the family to communicate about 
the deceased facilitates family adaptation to the loss. 
In response to interview questions regarding how much the family 
discussed death either prior to the loss or afterward, several participants spoke of 
how death in the family seemed to be the only time they would see extended 
family . The words of one participant summarize this: "Death brought the family 
together." 
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Consistent with literature on families dealing with loss (Walsh & 
McCormick, 1991), open discussions about the deceased were uncommon 
among the participants. For those participants who reported their families talked 
about the deceased, it was the surviving parent, usually the mother, who was 
determined to make sure the children understood what was going on and that 
they would be okay. A quote from a participant summarizes the rare ability for his 
family to discuss death: "Dad was never a taboo subject." According to Walsh 
(1998), sharing the experience of death and dying can promote immediate and 
long-term adaptation for family members. 
Most of the participants, however, reported that they did not discuss death 
within their families after the parent died. A sub theme of an avoidance of the 
topic of death supports Bowen's statement "chief among all taboo subjects is 
death" (1991 , p. 80). Bowen suggested that an avoidance of discussion 
regarding the deceased is justified as a way to keep from upsetting other family 
members. Some of the comments by participants supported this: "I think we were 
too sad and didn't want to be reminded," and, "It was very difficult for my family to 
talk about it, it would just make everyone upset." 
Theme: Understanding and coping with loss. 
Research Question 2 addressed how an individual's family circumstances 
influenced resilience. From the interview questions, two themes and multiple sub-
themes emerged. The findings are discussed for each sub-theme within the two 
major themes. 
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Sibling relationships as caretakers. 
A common response from participants was the importance of the role of 
an older sibling as a caretaker. This is consistent with the previous research that 
supports the notion that brothers and sisters can serve as a built-in resource to 
cope with stressful life events (Walker & Lee, 1998; White, 2001 ). The age 
differences of the siblings appeared to influence the caretaking responsibilities. 
Many of the participants reported having a sibling who was much older than they 
were, thus, making the caretaking more practical. One participant summarized 
this: "My sister was almost like a second mom to me. She was in high school 
when I was born . She took care of me." The role of siblings for participants who 
were closer in age was that of peer relationships. 
One participant reported, however, that her brother was only one year 
younger than she was at the time of her father's death. She took on the 
responsibility of the caretaker, helping him with his homework and preparing 
dinners for the family. Her mother, the surviving parent, was emotionally 
unavailable. 
Counseling. 
Studies suggest that early intervention through individual counseling , play 
therapy, and family therapy can facilitate the mourning process and result in 
better adjustment following the loss (Ayyash-Abdo, 2001) . Many participants, 
however, spoke of the lack of counseling following the death of a parent. Several 
factors seem to contribute to the participants not attending counseling in 
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childhood . First, most of the parental deaths occurred more than 30 years ago, 
and counseling was not as prevalent as it is today. One participant summarizes 
this: "This was in the 50s so counseling wasn't very common." Second, cultural 
differences contributed to the absence of counseling. As summarized by one 
participant: "Culturally we didn't. You just dealt with it." Furthermore, the surviving 
parent did not support counseling. One participant commented : "My mother didn't 
believe in it, even though my brother encouraged it." Finally, religious beliefs took 
precedence over counseling as stated by one participant: "The counseling came 
with the relationship with God, rather than putting your faith in man." 
For those participants who did receive counseling, the experience seemed 
to be beneficial. One participant states: "It was getting out of that environment 
that helped more than anything." Another participant noted: "Had I not been in 
counseling I don't know where I'd be today." 
The surviving parent. 
Consistent with previous research (Hurd, 1999; Maier & Lachman, 2000; 
Saler & Skolnick, 1992; Walsh, 1998), the relationship with the surviving parent 
affected the degree to which the participants felt they coped with the loss. Most 
of the participants had a father who died, therefore, responses centered primarily 
on the mother-child relationship. Participants spoke of the strength of their 
mothers, as the nucleus of the family, the increased financial burden put upon 
the mother, taking on dual roles as both the mother and the father, and her 
support and encouragement, particularly in regards to education. 
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For those participants whose mother had died, their relationships with their 
fathers were described as close, and although they felt their basic needs would 
be provided for, they lacked the emotional connection. For the female 
participants, a common response was that their fathers seemed to become more 
dependent on them as caretakers. One participant summarized this: "My dad and 
I were close. I was his only support. Our basic needs were taken care of, but 
emotionally we had to take care of ourselves." 
Some participants expressed feelings of disappointment toward their 
surviving parent. They thought their parent could have been more available, 
emotionally. The findings suggest that the relationships between parent and child 
magnified following the death of the parent. If they were close before the parent's 
death , the surviving parent relationship continued to be close and supportive . 
Several participants reported their surviving parent shut down after the loss. One 
participant states: "I always resented the fact that she stopped living when he 
did." 
The findings of the present study regarding the surviving parent support 
previous research on parents as key to fostering resilience in children following a 
crisis. In a study on the effects of divorce, researchers found that the mothers 
who displayed symptoms of frustration and helplessness did not promote 
resilience in their children (Coleman & Ganong, 2002). The child 's ability to adapt 
following a crisis depended on the parent's mental health. Furthermore, 
researchers from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 
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conducted in the year 2000 and involving surveys of 90,000 middle and high 
school students and interviews with 20,000 students and parents found that the 
most consistent protective factor was the presence of a positive parent-child 
relationship (Benard , 2006). 
The funeral, family rituals, and cultural traditions. 
Bowen (1991) stressed the importance of funerals as a sense of closure. 
Funerals serve the function of forcing the survivors into "intimate contact with the 
dead" (p. 89). They also help bring together extended family and friends to face a 
highly emotional situation and ultimately to be able to move forward (Bowen). 
Most of the participants reported that they went to their parent's funeral, although 
as children, it didn't feel like a sense of closure at the time. One participant who 
was only 3 and a half when her father died recalled: "I remember the dinner 
following the funeral at the hotel. I remember it as a party, with aunts and uncles 
there." Some participants spoke of remembering seeing the coffin in the living 
room. Some of the youngest participants commented on how they remembered 
having to dress up, or seeing so many people come in and out of the house. The 
following participant's comment supports Bowen's theory regarding the 
importance of the funeral: "I didn't want to (go to the funeral) because I was 
afraid . I realize now though that it was a sense of closure." 
The few who did not attend a funeral expressed not ever having a sense 
of closure. One participant's father was cremated . She felt that not being able to 
see his dead body made her want to believe that he was "out there somewhere. " 
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Another participant who was not allowed to attend her mother's funeral disclosed 
how difficult that has been for her now: "I even think of getting her body exhumed 
just to get that closure." 
In addition to the funeral as a sense of closure were the sub-themes of 
maintaining family rituals and remembering special dates and cultural traditions. 
For most of the participants, visiting the gravesite was the only family ritual 
performed by the family or individual. Often, however, visits to the gravesite 
became less and less frequent and did not appear to be a regular event for the 
family members. One participant whose mother died offered her insight on the 
subject of family rituals: "I was now left with a brother and a father. And rituals 
tend to be developed and maintained by women." 
There were some cultural variations in the responses regarding family 
rituals and the funeral. The Black community seems to put more emphasis on the 
gravesite, such as keeping it clean and decorating the gravestone with paint and 
flowers, in addition to the extended family coming together. McGoldrick et al. 
(1991) described death in the African-American culture as "a time of mixed 
emotions as family members who have moved away return and reconnect" (p. 
188). 
One participant shared her experiences within the Mexican culture: "The 
funeral lasts eight days, bringing in fruit and food." Another participant from 
Blackfoot and Cherokee tribes remembers the funeral as a "big ordeal, culturally, 
with the whole event lasting about a week. " Participants from ethnic groups 
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beyond the White race, with one exception of an Asian American woman, 
explained the funeral as more of an occasion to bring the families together and 
celebrate the deceased. 
The Chinese culture separates death into two categories: a "good" death 
and a "bad" death. A good death is comparative to a normative or on-time 
experience and family members honor the deceased with traditional rituals and 
respect. A bad death, or an untimely death, on the other hand, elicits much more 
anxiety and embarrassment. In the Chinese culture, the absence of discussion of 
untimely deaths is socially acceptable; consequently, family members are not 
able to openly mourn the loss (McGoldrick et al., 1991 ). One Asian-American 
woman who lost her father at age 3, shares her experience: "We weren't allowed 
to show any emotions. It was not accepted in our culture." 
Religion. 
Although not a prominent theme, religion played a role in helping some of 
the participants to understand the loss. Some research supports that strong 
religious beliefs can facilitate the bereavement experience (Coleman, 1991; 
McGoldrick & Walsh , 1991 ). In addition, religious beliefs can provide meaning 
and purpose in times of crisis (Greeff & Human, 2004). Participant comments 
ranged from religion helping to understand the concept of death, a sense of faith 
promoting a sense of security, and finding emotional support from religious 
beliefs. 
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Prior exposure to death and an increased awareness. 
Despite mixed findings from prior research on children's level of 
understanding of death, a prior exposure to death within the family seemed to 
help in the understanding of the loss for the participants of the current study. One 
study on child development and concept of death, using Piaget's theory, found 
no difference in an accurate concept of death between children who lost a sibling 
and those who did not (Cain & Lohnes, 1995). The same researchers, however, 
did find that children as young as age five had an accurate concept of death. 
Participants in the current study reported an understanding of what death meant 
due to prior experiences of the loss of other family members or family pets. 
In addition , there was an increased awareness of death as expressed by 
several of the participants. A couple of the participants noted they became more 
aware of death occurring around them after the death of their parent, along with 
being more careful when burying family pets that died. 
Ability to conceptualize death. 
Children's concept of death has been a focus of debate in family 
development theories and grief and bereavement studies. Children as young as 
age 3 reported remembering specific events, whereas older children might not 
(Cuddy-Casey, Orvaschel, & Sellers, 1997). The disclosure of knowing the 
parent was not coming back, but not understanding or fully comprehending the 
reality or sadness of the loss, was a common response for participants who were 
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ages 3, 6, and 8 years old at the time of loss. "I guess because I was so young, 1 
was kind of spared the pain." 
The ability to understand death involved talking around the children which 
ties back to the previous discussion of death as a taboo subject (Bowen, 1991 ). 
Several of the participants reported that they were aware of what had happened 
because the adults would talk about the deceased, but not directly to them. One 
participant who lost his mother when he was eight years old summarized this: 
"They might have as well shouted it out loud, rather than whispering around us." 
Research Question 3. This question asked participants in the study how 
external influences affect resilience after the death of a parent. Responses from 
participants yielded discussions of the importance of social support, including 
peers and other family members. 
Theme: Social supporl. 
Participants in the study reported various levels of social support, from the 
surviving parent, older siblings, and extended family members, to other non-
family adults, following the death of a parent. Werner and Smith (1992) found 
that one of the strongest protective factors for the children in their study was the 
presence of one caring adult in the child's life. Furthermore, in a study on 
adolescent resiliency, Zimmerman et al. , (2002) concluded that nonparental adult 
mentors such as teachers, extended family members, or neighbors had positive 
effects on lower levels of drug use and delinquent behavior, and were more likely 
to believe in the importance of doing well in school. Finally, Greeff and Human 
93 
(2004) found that social support provided companionship and a sense of security 
for family members following the death of a parent. 
Aunts as mentors. 
A prominent finding was the presence of aunts as mentors, caretakers, 
mother figures, or friends. This was common whether it was a mother or a father 
who had died. This finding is consistent with the literature on kinship as women 
as the primary kin-keepers or caretakers in most families (Mack, 2004). Women 
tend to mediate or facilitate the relationships between family members and to 
initiate and maintain ties with kin. This was evident particularly when the 
surviving parent was not as available, emotionally or physically, to the child. One 
participant disclosed that her mother stopped living when her father died, and it 
was her aunt who stepped in to offer support and guidance. 
Peers' parents as parental figures. 
When the participants were asked about peer relationships, many 
responses turned toward the importance of their friends ' parents as parental 
figures in their own lives. One participant whose father died when she was 3 
years old offered this: "I connected with peers who had an active father figure." 
Another participant whose mother died reported that her friends' mothers 
became like second mothers to her. Finally, another participant whose father was 
emotionally unavailable after his mother died commented : "A lot of my friends' 
families took me in ." 
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An increased involvement with peers. 
Studies reveal that as children enter junior high school and high school, 
their peers become their primary confidants and companions (Worden et al., 
1999). A sub-theme of the ability to become more involved as an adolescent 
supports these studies. It is interesting to note, however, that many participants 
described themselves as shy, quiet, and introverted as children. Those children 
were able to reach out to their peers, despite their shyness, as a result of the 
adversity at home. One participant summarizes: "Death gets you past your 
shyness in a way." 
Research Question 4. Research Question 4 asked participants how they 
perceived resilience both on the individual level and the family level as related to 
the death of a parent. Participants provided insight into the impact of loss on their 
relationships as adults and how they experienced a sense of increased 
responsibility and independence at an early age as a result of the death of their 
parent. 
Theme: Impact of loss on adult relationships. 
Responses by participants confirmed Bowlby's (1980) research on how 
loss of a parent in childhood affects interpersonal relationships. In general, 
Bowlby's research revealed that the nature of the relationship with one's parents 
served as a model for subsequent relationships in adulthood. Additional research 
also has concluded that individuals who grew up in families where one or both 
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parents died were more likely to have difficulty forming relationships (Maier & 
Lachman, 2000). 
When asked how the death of their parent influenced the choices they 
made in adulthood, a common response by participants was a search for 
partners to date or to marry who seemed to exhibit perceived characteristics of 
the deceased parent. Additional responses included that as a result of not having 
both parents around, they were unable to have a model of how married 
individuals interact with one another. One participant summarized this: "I think 
having a better understanding of the dynamics of relational interactions would 
have saved me a lot of heartache in my prior relationships. " Furthermore, some 
participants admitted to having trust issues in relationships. As noted by one 
participant, "I was always afraid someone was going to leave me." From a 
different perspective, however, one participant disclosed that he treats women 
with more respect because he never had that woman figure in his life and he 
wants to take more care of it. 
An appreciation of others. 
The death of a parent in childhood seemed to have influenced how the 
participants perceived life and the meanings they attached to significant 
relationships. Participants noted that they learned to appreciate others, to be 
more adaptable, to be more supportive of others, and to appreciate life as it 
presents itself. One participant summarized this: "It has helped me to appreciate 
people in my life. You just don't know how long they are going to be there." 
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The desire to make the deceased parent proud. 
As reported earlier, the relationship with the surviving parent served as a 
protective factor for positive adaptation to the parent's death for the participants. 
One participant noted that at a young age she saw how hard her mother was 
working for her family and she never wanted to do anything that would go against 
her mother's efforts. Other common responses were not wanting to disappoint 
the deceased parent, a desire to make the deceased parent proud, or wondering 
what the deceased parent would think of them. 
In addition to wanting to make the deceased parent proud, other 
responses revealed a tendency to idealize the deceased parent. Lohnes and 
Kalter (1994) studied childhood bereavement and effective grieving. They found 
that those children who maintained an emotional attachment to an internal image 
of the deceased parent were able to more effectively move through the grieving 
process. Some of the respondents commented on how they perceived their 
deceased parent as "god" or highly respected in the community, or they were 
"daddy's little girl." These respondents commented on how they wanted to live up 
to that image of their deceased parent. 
Theme: Increased independence at an early age. 
Responses by many of the participants support previous research on 
parental death in childhood and increased autonomy and a sense of self-reliance 
at an earlier age (Maier & Lachman, 2000). Common responses from participants 
when asked how the death of their parent influenced who they are included: 
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learning to be self-reliant, taking on more adult roles, becoming more 
independent, becoming self-sufficient, becoming a stronger person, and learning 
how to take care of their selves. One participant summarized this: "His death 
made me mature faster." 
Although most participants spoke of the importance of increased 
independence at an earlier age, several admitted that the death of their parent 
made them more cynical or negative toward not having a father around. One 
participant summarized this: 'The blame there is on dad. Why weren 't you there 
to explain my life to me, or how to be prepared for kids?" 
The importance of education. 
At the core of caring relationships are clear and positive expectations. 
Many participants reported they recalled hearing messages of high expectations 
from their parent prior to the death, and also from the surviving parent. Research 
supports those high expectations from parents and other caregivers regarding 
the importance of education serves as a protective factor for children facing 
adversity (Benard , 2006). Almost all of the participants reported that the 
importance of education was expressed to them at an early age, both from the 
deceased parent and the surviving parent. 
A preparation for life and death . 
Studies on resilience have concluded that individual and family belief 
systems greatly influence how people react to and cope with crisis and advers ity 
(Walsh, 1998). Participants' responses to the question of how the death of their 
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parent has influenced them today revealed a belief system that allowed them to 
make meaning out of adversity. Most of the responses included comments of 
feeling more prepared for death, learning how to work with the "hand they were 
dealt," learning from their own experiences, finding strength from their 
experiences, and being able to deal with things as they come along. The 
literature described this form of positive thinking as learned optimism, or the 
ability to persevere despite adversity (Walsh). 
In addition to learned optimism, participants described themselves as 
being able to take the initiative and make the most of their experiences. Walsh 
(1998) described this characteristic found in resilient people as the ability to 
master "the art of the possible" (p. 67). In other words, resilient individuals are 
able to make choices on how to cope with adversity. Most participants felt they 
were more prepared for life and death as a result of the death of their parent in 
childhood. 
Theme: Death of a parent in childhood as a traumatic, life-changing event. 
A final theme that emerged throughout the current study was the 
experience of the death of a parent in childhood as a traumatic, life-changing 
event. Summaries of some participants comments included: "After my father's 
death, it was such a dark period," "There was this sense of how are we ever 
going to go on from this?" and "It was the moment that the earth changed for 
me." This theme was a consistent finding in the literature review (Greeff & 
Human, 2004; Hurd, 1999; and Walsh , 1998). 
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Utilizing a life course perspective, the current study examined the non-
normative event of the death of a parent in childhood. In a study on how past life 
experiences are linked to adults' assessment of well-being , Ryff and Heidrich 
(1997) found that non-normative events were significant positive predictors for 
personal growth in young adults. The findings in the current study suggest the 
non-normative event in itself can be a protective factor. 
Conclusions 
A primary focus of the study was the concept of resilience as it was 
perceived by the participants who experienced the death of a parent in childhood. 
Utilizing a combination of life course theory and phenomenological methodology, 
this study looked at the non-normative event of a death of a parent in childhood 
from the perspective of the individual. Phenomenological methodology allows for 
the researcher to gain insight into the subjective experience of each participant. 
Resilience is described as "an active process of endurance, self-righting, 
and growth in response to crisis and challenge" (Walsh , 1998, p. 4). Humans 
have the ability to overcome adversity through a combination of protective 
factors. These protective factors are both individual or internal and environmental 
or external. 
In summary, participants described their lived experiences of the death of 
a parent during childhood. Perceptions of resilience in relation to this experience 
were described from a variety of perspectives, yielding common themes. 
100 
Based on the results of the qualitative research questions, the following 
conclusions are drawn: 
1. The importance of mentors as a protective factor for these participants 
was evident through the respondents who exhibited an ability to reach 
out, despite their disposition of being shy or outgoing. 
2. In addition to the ability to connect with others, the disposition of the 
child, including intelligence, appeared to be helpful in building 
resilience through problem-solving skills and coping skills. 
3. Dealing with the death of a parent does not occur in isolation. 
Extended family, peers, and other social ties are important factors for 
individuals coping with loss. 
4. A child's handling of parent loss depends largely on the emotional 
state of the surviving parent. 
5. Participants had a tendency to idealize the deceased parent and hold 
onto a continuous internal attachment. 
6. There was an inherent desire of not wanting to disappoint either the 
surviving parent or the deceased parent. 
7. Life difficulties can contribute to the sense that one is growing and 
developing as a person. 
8. Family communication is important in adjustment to loss. The 
avoidance of topic of death as a means of coping, such as protecting 
the self from the anxiety from others, was common for many 
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participants. The findings of the study support research that the topic 
of death continues to be a taboo in society. Those families who 
reported being able to openly discuss the death and the deceased 
seemed to predominantly be a result of the efforts of the surviving 
parent. 
9. Funerals served a purpose of bringing family members together and 
face the loss. 
10. It is suggested that high expectations held by family members and 
extended family toward education are positively associated with 
resilience. The importance of education ties in with previous 
conclusions of wanting to make both the surviving parent and the 
deceased parent proud. 
Implications for Study Findings 
Results of the study led to implications for use of the findings. Implications 
are offered for family sciences professionals, parents, schools, teachers, parent 
educators, pastors, and youth program planners and leaders to foster resilience. 
This study also has implications for mental health professionals, social workers, 
and family therapists who provide services for grieving children. 
1. Based on the conclusions drawn from the current study, the death of 
parent can be a traumatic experience for children. Most of the 
participants in this study reported they did not have access to 
counseling at the time of the parent's death, although the data did not 
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support it was detrimental to their personal growth and relationships. 
However, those few who did receive counseling stressed the 
importance of having had the opportunity to speak with a professional 
outside the family. The impact of counseling might warrant a proactive 
approach to families when school professionals become aware of a 
family's loss or potential loss. School counselors and psychologists, 
therefore, are encouraged to work with students who have experienced 
the death of a parent. 
2. Mentoring relationships was a consistent theme in the study findings. 
Mentors ranged from extended family members, the parents of peers, to 
teachers and neighbors. This study has implications for parent 
educators and community leaders to consider the importance of 
mentoring relationships for this population. Due to conventional 
perceptions of mentoring programs being long-term and difficult to 
maintain, community professionals should look for opportunities to 
reformulate a model for mentoring, perhaps with a short-term objective 
that would address an immediate need for young people and families 
responding to loss. 
3. Special attention should be paid to the role of the surviving parent. 
Clinicians and parent educators are encouraged to recognize and foster 
the importance of the surviving parent as a protective factor for 
parentally bereaved children. Recognizing the parent as a protective 
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factor justifies support systems that professionals can help to arrange, 
particularly when the surviving parent is unable to express support 
needs. Examples of supports may include family activities that allow for 
the surviving parent to interact with the child as well as grief counseling 
or group counseling for the parent. In addition. parenting education 
programs could be enriched by having the feedback of the surviving 
parent so as to identify their needs and provide support for these 
parents. 
4. This study has implications for extended family members and clinicians 
who work with bereaved children to not discourage the early memories 
of the deceased parent, even if the child tends to idealize that parent. 
Opportunities should be created for family members by parent 
educators to get together and share memories and establish traditions 
in honor of the deceased. 
5. Death as a taboo subject was inherent in the participant responses 
regarding family communication . This study has implications for family 
professionals and clinicians to recognize their own belief systems 
regarding death, along with the belief systems of family members who 
are dealing with loss. 
6. The funeral as a sense of closure was a prominent theme in the current 
study. This finding has implications for pastors, funeral directors, and 
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extended family to acknowledge the importance of children attending 
the funeral for the deceased parent. 
Strengths of the Study 
The strengths of the study relate to the phenomenological qualitative 
research approach and the theoretical framework. Although previous studies 
have addressed the concepts of childhood bereavement and traumatic 
experiences, the current study looked at the long-term effects of death of a 
parent in childhood on a population that did not exhibit overt psychiatric 
symptoms or problematic behavior. Furthermore, by utilizing a resilience 
framework the researcher provided an opportunity through in-depth interviews for 
participants to reflect on their personal attributes and strengths as a result of prior 
adversity. 
The current study also utilized a life course perspective in relation to the 
literature review in an attempt to understand the common experiences as shared 
by a cohort who experienced a non-normative event. A final strength of the study 
was the researcher's ability to incorporate the review of the literature with 
emerging themes and sub-themes from the interview data. 
Limitations of the Study 
In qualitative studies, generalizability of the findings is related to the 
potential for gaining new understanding from the descriptions and concepts 
developed (Guba, 1978). Generalizations from this study are limited, in that it 
was an exploratory, qualitative study. The findings represent the perceptions of 
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the participants in the study only. The study is limited to the cultural backgrounds 
of the participants. In addition, this was a purposive sample of volunteers whose 
biological parent died during the participant's childhood , between the ages of 3 
and 12, and were self-described as resilient. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
This section will offer recommendations for further research. Areas for 
further study include the following: 
1. Further research could examine support systems for children who 
experienced the death of a parent from other family members. 
2. Most of the parent deaths in the current study were the death of a 
father. Future research could examine the differences, if any, in losing a 
mother versus a father. 
3. The relationship with the surviving parent was prominent in the current 
study. An in-depth look at the relationship with the surviving parent and 
how the surviving parent copes with the loss and the ability for the child 
to cope could be examined more closely in future research. 
4. Longitudinal studies on resilience tend to focus on the works of Werner 
and Smith {1992). Future research should attempt to replicate 
longitudinal studies such as the above mentioned to validate the 
findings. 
5. The manner of death was not the focus of the current study. Future 
research could examine the affect of losses and differences in outcome 
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between expected death, sudden or lingering death, unexpected death, 
or violent death such as homicide or suicide. 
6. Because the sample was composed of mostly White, married females, 
a multicultural perspective of resilience and death of a parent 
incorporating a diverse sample should be studied in future research. 
7. The current study did not use a control group of individuals who did not 
have a parent die during childhood. Future research could include a 
control group for comparison of findings. 
8. To increase the generalizability of findings, it is suggested that 
quantitative research be included in the investigation of resilience in 
families who experience adversity by incorporating measurements of 
resilience . 
9. The current study examined death of a parent and resilience from an 
individual perspective. Further research should look at within-family 
variance: how does one member seem to cope in response to 
adversities while the other does not? 
Summary 
This chapter summarized the findings of the study, and organized themes 
within theoretical and research literature. Conclusions were delineated, along 
with implications for individuals, families, and professionals. The strengths and 
limitations of the study were provided . Finally, recommendations for further 
research in the area of resilience and death of a parent were offered. 
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Death of a Parent in Childhood and Resilience in Adulthood 
The purpose of this study is to explore influences on resilience in adulthood for 
those individuals who have experienced the loss of a parent through death in 
childhood . This study is part of a requirement for the completion of a Doctoral 
program in Family Studies at Texas Woman's University. 
The study is looking for participants who had a parent who passed away when 
the participants were between the ages of 3 -12, and whose surviving parent did 
not remarry prior to the participant's 181h birthday. The respondents must be 
currently over 21 years of age to participate in the study and should describe 
themselves as resilient adults (those who bounce back from hardship). 
Participants will be those who voluntarily agree to partake in a face-to-face 
interview. 
Sarah Roeber, M.S. 
Researcher, Doctoral Dissertation 
Department of Family Sciences 
Texas Woman 's University 
Denton, TX 76204 
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May 1, 2005 
Dear Potential Participant: 
I am Sarah Roeber, a doctoral student at Texas Woman's University in 
Denton, Texas and I am interested in the relationship between parentally 
bereaved children and resilience in adulthood. I will be conducting a research 
study involving adults (currently over age 21) that have experienced the death of 
a parent during childhood (ages 3 to 12) and have perceived themselves as 
having an ability to bounce back from this adversity. The surviving parent cannot 
have had remarried prior to the participants 181h birthday. You are invited to 
participate in the study if this description fits you. Your participation will provide 
valuable contributions for a better understanding of the influence of resilience into 
adulthood on children who have experienced the death of a parent. 
The research project will involve participants completing a demographic 
questionnaire and an individual interview. The interviews will last approximately 
one hour. The meetings will also be audio taped and no name will be used on the 
tape. The information that is shared in the interview will be confidential and all 
data will be anonymous. The following steps will be taken to ensure the 
confidentiality of the data: assigning a number code to responses, keeping data 
in a secure place, erasing audio tapes after completion of the study, and 
shredding transcriptions one year following the completion of the study. Your 
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participation in this research will be voluntary and you may terminate your 
participation at any time. A summary of the findings will be available if you are 
interested. 
Please contact me to arrange an interview at a time and location of your 
convenience. Thank you in advance for your time and willingness to participate in 
this study. 
Sincerely, 
Sarah Roeber 
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
Title: Death of a Parent in Childhood and Resilience in Adulthood 
Researcher: 
Advisor: 
Sarah L. Roeber 
Mary Bold, PhD 
Explanation and Purpose of Research 
You are invited to participate in a research study regarding individuals whose 
parent died in childhood and resilience in adulthood. This study is being 
conducted for Sarah Roeber's doctoral dissertation at Texas Woman's University. 
Your participation will be beneficial in that it will provide valuable insight into the 
concept of resilience and childhood trauma not only for research , but also in your 
personal life and in the lives of others with shared experiences. 
Research Procedures 
Your participation in this study will entail a face-to-face interview that will last 
approximately one hour. The interview will take place in a private location agreed 
upon by you and the researcher. With your permission, the interview will be audio 
taped in order to be transcribed at a later time. 
Potential Risks 
Potential risks related to your participation in the study include fatigue and 
physical or emotional discomfort during your interview. To alleviate fatigue, you 
may take a break during the interview as needed. If you experience physical or 
emotional discomfort regarding the interview questions, you may stop answering 
any of the questions at any time. The investigator will provide you with a referral 
list of names and phone numbers that you may use if you feel as though you 
need to discuss this physical or emotional discomfort with a professional. 
Another possible risk to you as result of your participation in this study is loss of 
confidentiality. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that it is allowed by 
law. The interview will take place in a private location agreed upon by you and 
the researcher. A code number will be assigned to each participant that will be 
used to identify and protect their identity. The investigator will keep all of the 
information collected in a locked filing cabinet in a secured environment. The 
Participant Initia ls ___ _ 
Page 1 of 3 
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investigator will be the only one with access to the information. No one else will 
be involved in transcription. The data collected will be shredded 1 year after the 
study is complete. There is a potential loss of confidentiality through all email 
transactions. Participant names will not be used on dissertation, presentations, or 
publications. Any identifiable data will be kept separate from other data. 
A third potential risk related to your participation in this study is risk of coercion. 
Individuals have the right to decline to participate in the study. In addition, 
potential participants will only be asked once to participate in the study. 
The researcher will try to prevent any problem that could happen as a result of 
this research. You should let the researcher know immediately if there is a 
problem and they will help you. However, TWU does not provide medical 
services or financial assistance for injuries that might happen if you are taking 
part in this research. 
Participation and Benefits 
Your participation in this research is voluntary, and you can withdraw your 
participation in the study at any time. The only direct benefit of this study to you 
is that at the completion of the study a summary of the results will be mailed to 
you upon request.* 
Questions Regarding the Study 
You will be provided a copy of this signed and dated consent form. If you have 
any questions about the research study you can ask the researcher who can be 
contacted through the phone numbers provided at the top of this form . If you 
have questions about your rights as a participant in this research or the way this 
study has been conducted , you may contact the Texas Woman's University 
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at: 940-898-3378 or via email at 
IRB@TWU.EDU. 
You have read the contents of this consent. You have been given a copy of the 
dated and signed consent form. 
Signature of Participant Date 
Page 2 of 3 
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*If you would like to receive a summary of the results of the study, please provide 
an address to which this summary should be sent: 
Page 3 of 3 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Introduction: I am interested in learning about individuals whose parent 
died during their childhood and resilience in adulthood. The following questions 
are designed as a framework to encourage you to share your thoughts, feelings, 
and experiences. There are no right or wrong answers. You may take a break at 
any time. I will be audio taping throughout the interview. Do you have any 
questions before we start? 
Questions 
1. How would you describe yourself as a child? 
2 . Discuss some of your personal traits, skills, and abilities in childhood. 
3. What was your self-concept like as a child? 
4 . To what extent did you feel you had a sense of control over your 
surroundings? 
5. How much did your family discuss death before your parent died? 
6 . Was death discussed within your family after your parent died? 
7. How much did you understand death at the time of loss? 
8. Were you allowed to attend the funeral? 
9 . Does/did your family maintain any family rituals regarding the deceased? 
1 0. Did you and/or your family attend counseling as a result of the parent's 
death? 
11 . What is your relationship like with the surviving parent? 
12. Do you have siblings? (If yes, then ask next question). 
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13. What role did your siblings play during your childhood? 
14. Did you have close peer relationships as a child? 
15. Has there been (is there) an adult who you consider to be your mentor? 
16. Someone who you can go to for support and guidance or if you need to make 
an important decision, or who inspires you to do your best? What is his/her 
relationship to you? 
17. How has the death of your parent influenced the choices you made as you 
grew into adulthood? 
18. Overall, how has the death of your parent influenced who you are? 
If participants show reluctance in answering the questions or do not provide 
enough information, the researcher will use prompts to gain additional 
information. Prompts may include: 
1. Tell me more about that. 
2 . Please give me some examples. 
3. Would you like to add anything else? 
Conclusion: 
Thank you for your time. Please let me know if you have questions or concerns. 
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Potential Counseling Referrals 
1. Texas Woman's University Counseling and Family Development Clinic 
http://www.twu.edu/cope/famsci/index.htm 
Denton, TX 
940-898-2600 
2. Dr. Jennifer Unterberg, Clinical Psychologist 
3131 Turtle Creek Blvd. Suite 1026 
Dallas, TX 75219 
214-770-5030 
3. Lance Gardner, LPC 
Eve Gardner, LPC 
1020 Northwest Dr. 
Mesquite, TX 75150 
214-668-9628 
214-668-9630 
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Research Questions and Corresponding Themes 
Research Question Corresponding Theme 
1. How do individual characteristics, Theme 1: Disposition of the child 
such as locus of control and Theme 2: Parental influence on self-
personality traits, influence concept 
resilience after the death of a 
parent? 
2 . How do an individual's family 
circumstances influence 
resilience? 
3. How do external influences 
impact resilience after the death 
of a parent? 
4 . How do participants perceive 
resilience both on the individual 
level and the family level as 
related to the death of a parent? 
Theme 3: Influence of death on family 
dynamics 
Theme 4: Understanding and coping with 
loss 
Theme 5: Social support 
Theme 6: Impact of loss on adult 
relationships 
Theme 7: Increased independence at an 
early age 
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Findings: Themes and Sub-Themes 
Theme 1: 
Disposition of the child 
Childhood activities and abilities 
Theme 2: 
Parental influence on self-concept 
Security and a sense of control 
Theme 3: 
Influence of death on family dynamics 
Death brought the family together 
Open discussions about the deceased 
Avoidance of discussion regarding the deceased 
Theme 4 : 
UnderstandinQ and copinQ with loss 
Ability to conceptualize death 
Religion and loss 
Prior exposure to death and awareness 
Family rituals 
Funeral as a sense of closure 
Counseling and coping with loss 
Sibling relationships as caretakers 
The relationship with the surviving parent 
[ Theme 5: ] ~-S_o_c_ia_l_s_u_P_P_o_rt __________________ ~ 
Aunt as a mentor 
Increased involvement with peers 
The importance of peers' parents as parental figures 
Theme 6: 
Impact of loss on adult relationships 
- An apprec1at1on of others 
A desire to make the deceased parent proud 
Theme 7: 
Increased independence at an early 
Importance of education 
A preparation for life and death 
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INVESTIGATOR'S REFLECTION 
Ten years ago, I made the decision to go to graduate school. This was a 
personal goal that I had made on my own, due to my passion for learning and 
higher education and with intention of passing my knowledge and experience to 
others. Little did I know a decision I thought I made entirely on my own became a 
reality largely because of my upbringing. A dissertation is, after all, a doctoral 
candidate's final attempt to turn years of studying, analyzing, and critiquing 
others' research into ultimately producing her own. The topic of death of a parent 
in childhood and its affect on resilience in adulthood is personal. I do not believe 
it is a coincidence that I am now the same age as my father when he died in 
1979. Furthermore, many participants in the current study were at or near the 
same age at the time of interview as when their parent died. The current study on 
bereavement and parental death suggests it is often not until the child reaches 
the age of the deceased parent that the experience of the loss truly gains 
meaning. 
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